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This participatory design study aims to depict the shared experience of teachers 
working within a professional learning community (PLC) focused on raising students’ 
academic self-efficacy through enhancing their professional growth. This study will seek 
to document the experiences of the implementation of PLCs in an alternative school setting 
and provide practical strategies for increasing students at risk of school failure academic 
self-efficacy.  
The research employed a mixed methodology. The researcher collected qualitative 
data through semi-structured interviews and observations of the participating teachers and 
students. The Children’s Multidimensional Self-Efficacy Scales, including the Self-
Efficacy for Self-Regulated Learning scale and Self-Efficacy for Academic Achievement 
Scale, were used to measure areas of academic self-efficacy. Bandura’s Instrument Teacher 
Self-Efficacy Scale was used to gather data on the collective efficacy of the teacher 
participants. Data are provided based on the Reformed Teacher Observation Protocol to 
support the finding of instructional observations.  
The study will be guided by the following research questions: (1) How does 
participation in a Professional Learning Community impact a teacher’s ability to foster 
academic self-efficacy among at-risk students? (2) How is the collective self-efficacy of 
alternative high school teachers impacted by participation in a Professional Learning 
x 
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Community? (3) What instructional practices derived from the participation in a 
professional learning community do teachers perceive to be associated with higher levels 
of student academic self-efficacy?  
The overall findings of this study, based on teachers’ perspective, supports that 
professional learning communities are beneficial intervention tools that result in 
sustainable on-going professional development. More specifically, it allows for 
professional learning that honors professionalism, expertise, experiences and skills of 
teachers and staff. PLCs establish a culture of meaningful discussion about what quality 
looks like in terms of what teachers teach and how their students perform. The study 
supports the findings that PLCs offer time for inquiry and reflection that promote 
learning and application. The data revealed positive outcomes that include a forum to 
share ideas focused on a shared common goal and created changes in the increased 
collective efficacy of the school. This study identified ten instructional practices that 
alternative high school teachers believed increase behavior changes for greater academic 
self-efficacy improving student performance.    
  
  




CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION TO THE RESEARCH 
Context of the Problem 
As the accountability demands in schools grows, the need for student achievement 
throughout academic areas increases. The diversity of students and their learning styles in 
the classroom demands changes in the current educational approach. These changes are 
often reflected in scheduling, curriculum, and instructional strategies to address students’ 
learning needs. However, these changes are usually implemented quickly and with little 
emphasis on professional development. Teachers cannot be expected to acquire new 
skills if they are not provided with the necessary knowledge. A large body of research 
supports the idea that a focus on teachers is critical to enacting successful school reform 
(Darling-Hammond, 1996; Dufour, 2004; Garet, Porter, Desimone, Birman, and Yoon 
(2001); U.S. Department of Education, 2007).  
Forty percent of the variance in students’ learning in reading and mathematics 
achievement is attributed to teacher expertise (Rhoton & Stiles, 2002). Teacher expertise 
has an impact on student learning more than any other single factor, including student 
background (Rhoton & Stiles, 2002; Sanders & Rivers 1996; Mendro, 1998). Therefore, 
it is important that focus be given to teachers.  For teachers to maintain high levels of 
quality performance, continuous learning opportunities must be provided (Darling-
Hammond, 1996; Strahan, 2003). Fuhrman, Cohen, and Mosher (2007) state that there is 
consensus that teacher expertise matters in student development, but there is less 
certainty about the characteristics of a good teacher (e.g., level and type of preparation, 
test scores, years of experience, or certification) or ways to increase the supply of quality 
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teachers.  While many teachers may possess the characteristics of a quality educator, 
school districts are still being encouraged to place better trained teachers in classrooms, 
particularly in the classrooms of predominantly poor, minority, and low achieving 
children (Fuhrman, Cohen, & Mosher, 2007). The U.S. Department of Education has put 
in place educational reforms that include the revamping of the required mandates for 
teacher preparation and professional development. School districts are paying attention to 
the standards mandated by the state and are realigning school improvement plans, 
curriculums, district assessments, and professional development (Fuhrman, Cohen, 
Mosher, 2007). Desimone, Porter, Garet, Yoon and Birman, (2001) endorse this 
statement, suggesting that teachers are necessarily at the center of reform because they 
must carry out the demands of higher standards during instruction. While there have been 
changes in teacher preparation, districts cannot rely solely on teacher recruitment to 
improve classroom instruction. Teachers who currently engage in classroom instruction 
must be equipped with new strategies to foster higher student accomplishment through 
high quality professional development.   
Teachers are in need of alternative methods of obtaining professional 
development. Corcoran (1995) and Little (1993) state that effective professional 
development should be designed around teacher interest, based on the teacher’s current 
knowledge, and cognizant of the teacher’s intellectual capacity. Because teacher interest, 
knowledge and intellectual capacity vary widely within schools, it can be difficult for 
schools to provide appropriate effective professional development. This is largely due to 
the substantial investment resources required, including time and money.  
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 Research has proven that high quality professional development strategies 
cultivate the most effective teachers (Guskey, 2003).  However, research on learning and 
effective teacher development suggests that professional development as carried out in 
most schools today fails to develop the teacher’s expertise and necessary training needed 
to optimize student learning.  Often school districts provide professional development 
activities that are unrelated to and uninteresting for teachers.  The professional 
development is often offered in one-day workshops sporadically throughout the year on 
random, isolated, and generic topics (Wenglinsky, 2000).  
In contrast to traditional professional development, which usually consists of 
teachers going off-site to a workshop or a conference, implementing professional learning 
communities (PLC) can lead to reliable growth in student learning (Mullen & Schunk, 
2010). Implementing PLCs can provide the opportunities for teachers to have an 
environment for idea sharing, data-driven decision making, and improving instructional 
practice. It creates opportunities for collaborative teamwork and promotes group 
brainstorming that results in creative outcomes to increase overall student performance 
(Leberman, 2000).  
This chapter outlines the study’s problem to be researched, the purpose and the 
significance of the research.  It provides the research questions that guide the study, the 
conceptual framework, along with key terms relevant to this study. The chapter ends with 
the researcher’s assumptions, limitations, delimitations and a summary.    
Statement of the Problem 
The problem researched is the lack of quality professional development 
opportunities that are learner-centered and data driven provided to the County Regional 
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High School (CRHS) (pseudonym) to better meet student needs. Improved methods of 
professional development that are focused on teacher interest, knowledge and intellectual 
capacity are needed for teachers to increase student performance at CRHS. If teachers are 
to play a significant role in the academic performance of marginalized, at-risk students 
like those at CRHS, attention needs to be given to the professional development of the 
CRHS teachers. Developing an effective professional learning community within the 
school will provide a tool for needed professional development that may impact teacher 
knowledge and professional learning.  CRHS was chosen as the research site because of 
its diverse group of at-risk students. The school’s focus is to find effective strategies for 
promoting academic self-efficacy among these marginalized students and clarify 
misinterpretations of research. The ultimate goal is to strengthen the school’s collective 
efficacy to enhance the success of all students.  
A student’s belief in their own self-efficacy is built through experiences. Students 
at risk of school failure frequently come from backgrounds that are marked by distrust 
and disappointment.  Students who are seen as at-risk are likely to fail in school as a 
result of their social environment. It is important to note that no single factor puts a child 
at risk, but a composite of these factors may produce negative effects on the student. 
Students at risk of school failure tend to have low academic self-efficacy, and, as a result, 
are less likely to complete their education. Consequently, they have limited career 
readiness (Bandura 1997, Barbaranelli, Caprara, & Pastorelli, 2001). A wide body of 
research indicates that academic self-efficacy has a positive relationship with grades 
(Bong, 2001; Hackett, Beltz, Casas, & Rocha-Singh, 1992 and Multon, Brown, & Lent, 
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1991). The researchers suggest that the quality of schooling is a better indicator of 
academic self-efficacy than objective assessments such as grades or test scores.  
The challenges that the CRHS students and faculty face are similar to the 
challenges faced by students who are from low-income homes and reside in urban areas. 
The CRHS students in this study are identified as at-risk students because a large 
percentage of them are enrolled in the federal free and reduced lunch program. This large 
statistic suggests that many of the CRHS students reside in poverty-stricken 
environments. Leroy & Symes (2001) wrote that poverty is a major risk factor for poor 
academic achievement.  McGLynn (2013) notes that students who come from low-
income families have a more difficult time obtaining the same level of academic 
accomplishment as those with higher incomes. Students who experience this type of risk 
factor are often found to have diminished self-efficacy. Therefore, improving the 
academic self-efficacy of at-risk students could improve their academic 
accomplishments. Research shows that a learning environment and teaching methods that 
allow students to set challenging proximal goals, provide honest, explicit feedback and 
opportunity for peer modeling can improve academic self-efficacy in a classroom 
(Bandura, 1995; Pajares, 2004; Schunk, 1991).  
The CRHS teachers face challenges in the form of a huge civil service 
bureaucracy that makes it difficult to obtain effective professional development 
opportunities through shared resources. CRHS is managed by a state agency that limits 
the school’s ability to outsource resources. These limitations include lack of funding, 
limited technology access and fewer specialized staff. CRHS also has a significantly 
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smaller program size than traditional schools and extensive geographical distances 
between the district schools.  
As technological tools continue to play an increasingly greater role in education, 
the school struggles to utilize technology effectively due to the overarching statewide 
infrastructure to which CRHS is bound.  This often bogs down the school’s access to the 
most basic technology needed to operate effectively. Limited funds significantly reduce 
the school’s capability to provide up-to-date resources and contracted professional 
development. The lack of ability to share available resources is primarily due to the 
design of the regional schools within the district. The schools are designed as single 
entities in separate counties. Each school provides various services for students who 
reside within the specified county where the school is located. The extensive 
geographical distance between the regional schools and the uniqueness of each school’s 
student population make it difficult to capitalize on resources between the various county 
schoolteachers. Within CRHS, the program size limits the quantity of teachers that share 
subject matter expertise. The result is that teachers often work in isolation.   
These challenges hinder quality professional development for CRHS teachers. 
Professional development is generally offered through the Department of Education 
(DOE) and is delivered in large group sessions with limited follow-up on 
implementation. Furthermore, sessions are not geared directly to what the CRHS teachers 
perceive to be the needs of the school’s population. At the time of this research, the 
teachers were receiving some professional development through a primitively developed 
PLC that involved teachers working together to discuss how to raise student achievement. 
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However, the PLC was not guided and did not rely on the best practices outlined in recent 
research.  
Additionally, when teachers are exposed to shortage of resources and conditions 
that hinder the most effective instruction, a teacher’s level of confidence and ability to 
promote learning can suffer. The collective efficacy of schoolteachers depends on past 
experiences or on the school’s culture (Hoy, 2000). Collective efficacy is defined as the 
perception of teachers that the effort of the faculty will have a positive impact on student 
learning (Goddard, Hoy, & Hoy 2000). Teachers that are exposed to school cultures that 
foster a belief that they can make a difference are more likely to accept the challenging 
assignments and less likely to give up. However, teachers in schools where the culture 
reflects a negative collective efficacy tend to blame the low student accomplishments on 
risk factors, such as poverty (Prothero, 2008). The researcher indicates there is a positive 
relationship between the collective efficacy of teachers and student success. Based on 
this, it is suggested that a school’s collective efficacy must be built through the 
experiences that are provided for its teachers. These experiences should offer teachers the 
opportunity to work collectively to brainstorm solution to problems within their school 
community. PLCs are designed to offer teachers the collective experience to work 
collaboratively towards a common goal that is focused on student learning and outcomes 
(DeFour, 2004).   
Teachers working with students at risk of school failure are under immense 
pressure to raise student academic performance, but they frequently lack the preparation 
and resources for educating this marginalized population. Research on ways to improve 
teacher professional development is necessary if teachers are asked to raise student 
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academic self-efficacy, improve instruction, and increase student performance. 
Conducting this research will allow the researcher to collect the perception of teachers 
based on work completed in a learner-centered PLC that allowed the teachers to discuss 
student academic performance as a faculty, utilizing skills that are based on teacher 
interest, knowledge and intellectual capacity. 
Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of this study was to examine teachers’ perceptions of the 
effectiveness of using a PLC as a professional development tool to raise student academic 
self-efficacy. This study examined the impact of implementing an effective PLC to 
support teachers in building the academic self-efficacy for students at risk of school 
failure. It explored how teachers are accessing and enhancing their professional 
development through participation in a PLC. It provides a descriptive narrative of their 
attitudes, beliefs, and needs based on the process and their experiences. Additionally, the 
study focused on the use of a PLC to support teachers in improving instructional practices 
that will raise the academic self-efficacy of students at risk of school failure and build the 
school’s collective efficacy.    
Significance of the Study 
The overall significance of the study is associated with obtaining the documented 
beliefs of teachers about the effectiveness and success of PLCs to provide high quality 
professional development. First, this new evidence is an essential component to 
understanding the value of quality professional development in the field of education. A 
clear understanding of how PLC implementation may affect the way teachers teach offers 
useful information to educational researchers and teaching faculty. Although there is a 
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substantial amount of research on professional development, which includes PLCs, there 
is a shortage of research designed to collect the teachers’ perception of the effectiveness 
of PLCs. The study was designed to find out whether or not teachers felt that the PLC 
brought forth effective professional growth in their ability to foster student academic self-
efficacy. It was also designed to determine whether teachers believed that their collective 
efficacy was impacted and render effective strategies the teachers perceived are the most 
useful in increasing the academic self-efficacy of at-risk students.  
The practice between PLCs, teachers’ instructional practices, and student 
academic achievement is evident and documented (Wenglinsky, 2000). The author links 
high quality professional development to academic achievement as a result of increased 
subject matter knowledge and the use of effective classroom practice. The literature 
suggests that the implementation of PLCs may be an effective method of professional 
development to promote sustainable improvement in teacher instructional practices 
(Clauson, Aquino, & Wideman, 2009; Dallas, 2006; Pella, 2010; Richmond & Manokore, 
2011). Research also suggest that PLCs facilitate collective responsibility for student 
learning and improved instruction, lessen teacher isolation, and facilitate an environment 
of continual learning based on the shared values and the mission of the school (Clayburn, 
Ervay & Albrecht , 2012). Second, the study is significant because it will provide greater 
insight into the literature.  
Literature on PLCs is usually descriptive and tends to not consider the personal 
experience of the participants. Despite the large number of studies on the implementation 
of PLCs, the review of the literature revealed a lack of research on how effective PLCs 
are in general (Cranston, 2009; Gross, 2011; Hord, 2009; Lujan, 2010; Mullan & Schunk, 
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2010). PLCs are complex phenomena. It is difficult to pinpoint one single factor that has 
an impact on the people involved. How these different factors act on one another and 
their coherence must be considered (Sigurðardóttir, 2010). Therefore, more research is 
needed to identify which specific strategies that teachers utilize within a PLC prove most 
effective in providing professional growth that can impact student performance. This 
study reflects the teachers’ contributions to the process of growth that occurred over a 
designated period of time. This study provides documentation of the framework used for 
implementation, characteristics and the outcomes of a PLC.  
 Vescio, Ross and Adams (2008) state that more qualitative research documenting 
changes in teachers’ perceptions of the professional culture of the school is needed. The 
authors also indicate a need for further research that provides results of changes in 
teaching practice and student achievement for sample teachers working in PLCs. It is 
essential for more research that addresses this concern to build the case that PLCs are 
powerful reform tools. This additional research will address the current demands for 
schools to collect and analyze evidence of student performance. Further research is 
needed on the nature of work that takes place within a PLC as teachers analyze student 
work and how this change occurs over time.  
Conducting this study provides additional reference for this needed 
documentation and a basis for suggested improvement.  More specifically, this study fills 
a unique void where there is a shortage of research on PLCs in alternative at-risk schools 
that focus on building students’ academic self-efficacy. This study bridges the gap 
between quality professional development and student success by examining PLCs as a 
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professional development tool for teachers interested in raising student performance by 
increasing their academic self-efficacy.  
  Third, the study is significant because the findings contribute to the research on 
effective PLC learning opportunities that provide professional development to meet the 
needs of teachers and their students. Examining experiences lived by faculty assists in the 
development of new teaching practices and learning experiences. The strategies identified 
by active teachers will be useful for other teachers to improve their instruction.  
Lastly, answering the specific questions in this study helps promote student 
success that is generally not experienced by marginalized students with challenging 
backgrounds and low academic self-efficacy. It is also important to promote the academic 
performance of underachieving students by providing professional development 
opportunities for teachers to develop strategies for effective instructional practices. 
Students at risk of school failure tend to see themselves as less capable (Farber, 1989). 
These students are often unable to see any change in the future despite any effort they 
may put forth. Pajares (1996) indicates there has been a lack of clarification in the nature 
of the relationship between self-efficacy and other beliefs and expectations that affect 
students’ academic achievement. Therefore, exploring the synergistic effects of a PLC 
with the socioeconomic status of students with low academic self-efficacy that affects 
performance expands the findings on the success factors. The findings will lead to 
improved instructional techniques utilized by teachers directly involved with this 
vulnerable population. In order to develop new theories, training and development 
processes, and best practices to facilitate future adoption of new teaching strategies, it is 
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important to understand how teachers use and adopt new instructional techniques to build 
students’ academic self- efficacy.  
This participatory study used in-depth interviews to allow teachers to tell their 
stories about participation in a PLC. Teachers are able to share their experiences of 
utilizing research-based practices in their classrooms with student participants. The use of 
interviews and electronic journals gave ample opportunity for the teachers’ voices to be 
heard. The results of the study provide insight into the perception among teachers that 
there is a dearth of literature on professional development. The results also address the 
outcomes of using a PLC to build the academic self-efficacy of marginalized students by 
recounting the teachers’ experiences.   
Research Questions 
The following questions guided this research: 
1. How does participation in a professional learning community impact a teacher’s 
ability to foster academic self-efficacy among at-risk students?  
2.  How is the collective efficacy of alternative high school teachers impacted by 
participation in a professional learning community?  
3.  What instructional practices derived from the participation in a professional 
learning community do teachers perceive to be associated with higher levels of 
student academic self-efficacy?  
Definition of Terms 
These essential terms have been defined to provide clarity for the reader: 
Professional Learning Community: The definition for PLC and professional development 
was derived from the work of (Hord, 1997; Leitthwood & Louis, 1998 [as cited in 
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Siguroardottir, 2010]; McLaughlin & Talbert, 2001). A PLC is a group of professionals 
working collectively toward a shared common goal and purpose to consistently gain new 
knowledge and improve practice by enhancing their effectiveness as professionals for 
student benefit. Throughout this cycle, professional development for teachers occurs. 
Professional Development: Professional Development is learning that is embedded into 
the daily work; teachers gain new knowledge, implement it into practice, and from 
experience gain more knowledge. This term also implies simultaneous collaborative 
interaction between teachers (Glatthorn, 1995; Holye, 1982).    
 At-risk: At-risk students are identified as school dropout risks. They are defined as those 
with poor attendance, poor academic performance or failing grades, who are adjudicated 
youth and/or experienced teenage pregnancy, and are receiving free or reduced lunch 
benefits through the National School Lunch Program.  
Academic Self-efficacy: Perceived academic self-efficacy is defined in this study as 
“personal judgments of one’s capabilities to organize and execute courses of action to 
attain designated types of educational performance” (Bandura 1994 p.203). It is the 
intrinsic confidence of both teachers and learners.  
The Conceptual Framework 
Researcher Experiential Stance Base 
The researcher’s current position and past experience as a classroom teacher 
directly affects this research.  As the Assistant Principal of CRHS, the researcher has had 
the opportunity to guide the education of students who experience extremely challenging 
life circumstances that are not conducive to positive academic growth. There are often 
significant gaps in the students’ academic history and skill development.  The 
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circumstances of the students’ lives present them with seemingly insurmountable 
challenges. 
Student progress is primarily measured in education by academic achievement 
and success. However, students often make progress in critical and inspiring ways that 
are not well reflected in their test scores. It can be a challenge to provide compelling 
data to demonstrate the life-affirming value of small programs in a larger educational 
environment that celebrates quantifiable academic achievement as the measure of 
success. Yet, nonacademic achievements that have an impact on the lives of these 
students are essential and can never be underestimated.  State facilities such as CRHS 
have always been intended to bridge the gap for students at risk of not receiving or 
failing to complete an education. The researcher continues to see the need for the 
school’s services as that gap threatens to disenfranchise many children across the State 
of New Jersey (NJ). It remains the researcher’s professional commitment to continue to 
help in the development, progress, and forward academic movement of the students in 
the face of these obstacles. The researcher remains inspired by the students’ resilience.  
Upon the acceptance of the position as Assistant Principal, the researcher began to 
evaluate the overall needs of the school. As the researcher conducted antidotal 
observations of student data, a continued overuse of primary instructional strategies that 
have been used at the school for many years revealed itself. The researcher determined 
that the school needed to implement instructional strategies that would promote a greater 
level of student engagement. The researcher began to seek out professional opportunities 
that could assist with the deficit found among the school’s teachers. A number of 
roadblocks emerged, including limited funding and outdated materials. One district-level 
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meeting occurred, but this offered a professional development workshop that did not 
directly link to the school’s needs. Continued observation revealed a lack of knowledge 
shifts throughout the year. The researcher observed a disparity in teacher performance. 
Many of the teachers reported a lack of opportunity to talk with their colleagues and 
administration. The researcher began to conduct research to identify the best practices to 
promote effective embedded professional development.    
The primary strategy to help sustain learning and leadership lies in taking 
deliberate steps to continually reflect on daily practice and to seek to learn and grow 
through professional collaboration. A group of educators may have more collective 
wisdom and experience than any individual teacher. They can learn from each other, and 
from others in the field of education. Professional lives are enriched if teachers remain 
open to those opportunities. 
The researcher believes all students can learn. It is an educator’s primary 
responsibility to their students to create an environment that is conducive to each 
student’s individual learning needs. It is the researcher’s responsibility to create an 
environment that promotes a collaborative relationship between students and their 
teachers in order to effectively address learning needs.  Teachers should work 
collectively to identify the learner differences and utilize instructional strategies such as 
differentiated instruction, cooperative learning, and problem-based learning to promote 
critical thinking, reflection, and problem solving. To foster active learning, learners have 
to be given ways to detect errors for themselves, while the educator encourages them to 
do so. Schools must supply learners with alternative ways to solve problems and help 
them understand their solutions. The researcher feels that it is important to set a high 
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value on independence through a learning environment that allows for mistakes. The 
researcher “gives permission” to discover that all is not well, and encourages learners to 
discover something for themselves. It is the researcher’s goal for the learner to own the 
learning process and work collaboratively and independently to discover new learning 
strategies. In doing so, the researcher will not establish patterns throughout the journey 
that allow learners to wait for answers or for someone else to do the work. The researcher 
pushes all learners to work on points of difficulty, take initiative, and make connections. 
When learning is based on all these factors, learners will be active from the start, and will 
become more likely to succeed.   
Conceptual Framework 
 The conceptual framework that guided this research provides a connection 
between theory, earlier findings, and the purpose of the current study. It defines the key 
concepts, provides the contexts of the study, and suggests the methods and theories that 
are applied within the study. Figure 1 provides a visual reflection of the conceptual 
framework. The three research streams are discussed in detail in the Literature Review in 
chapter 2.  




Figure 1. Conceptual Framework Outlining the Three Research Strands 
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be addressed to aid in its design. Sanders and Rivers (1996) found that ineffective 
teachers assigned to students affect student achievement. The researchers conducted a 
longitudinal analysis of data from a cohort of students who were followed from second to 
fifth grade. The analyzed data reveal that students assigned to less effective teachers 
experienced significantly lower achievement compared to students who were assigned to 
highly effective teachers. The researchers used the data to examine teacher effects by 
using a statistical mixed model process that provided shrinkage for teacher effects. A 
difference of 50 percentage points was observed as a result of teacher sequence after 3 
years. The study found that as teacher effectiveness increased, the first students to reap 
the rewards of the benefit were lower achieving students.  
According to the New Jersey Education Association (NJEA), the term 
‘professional development’ is defined as, “a comprehensive, sustained and intensive 
approach to improving teachers’ effectiveness in raising student achievement” (para 1). 
However, the current practice among the CRHS has fallen short of this definition and is 
ineffective in ensuring that teachers are able to produce the results required by current 
law. Critical professional development initiatives under new policy and practices, such as 
the NCLB, are designed to incorporate multiple characteristics of high quality training 
that is content-focused, collaborative, a part of daily practice, on-going, inquiry-based, 
and teacher-driven. The legislation established a rigorous licensure and certification 
system requiring teachers and administrators to meet increased professional development 
requirements and teach in their area of expertise. It requires teachers to have 
comprehensive knowledge and pedagogy that is most effective in their instructional 
practice. Usually assisted through federal funding, schools are required to develop 
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professional development programs that will meet the preparation needs of teachers 
(Blank & de las Alas, 2009).   
 Quality professional development is the source of effective teacher preparation. 
Research supports that student achievement increases when positive changes in teachers’ 
instructional practices occur as a result of teachers engaging in and maintaining high 
quality professional development (Rhoton & Stile, 2002). Quality professional 
development should be collaborative and relevant to the audience. Job-embedded 
professional development describes training opportunities that are relevant or linked to a 
person’s teaching area. Teachers who attend these types of training activities are usually 
not informed or given strategies on how to apply what they have learned in their 
classroom.  Most schools offer one-shot, informational, professional development 
sessions to introduce teachers to new learning techniques, after which it is expected that 
the teachers begin using those techniques in the classroom (Bagley, 2006). However, this 
type of professional development does not yield a return on investment, resulting in 
teachers continuing to use the instructional practices with which they are most familiar.    
Professional Learning Communities Concept  
Fullan (2001) proposes that effective schools shift from a culture focused on the 
individual to a culture and climate that give attention to professional collaboration and 
develop the collective capacity of the faculty. It is not a surprise that PLCs have become 
a common method of teacher professional development. The concept of PLCs came 
about in the 1990s, emerging as a way for educators to meet student needs and remedy 
the isolation among teachers. The system as a whole adopts an agenda that pursues deep 
learning communities. Schools move toward new cultures of professional learning that 
EFFECTIVENESS OF A PROFESSIONAL LEARNING COMMUNITY 20 
build new skills and depositions, examine more focused and enhanced resources as well 
as, has a greater shared commitment, cohesion and motivation.  An effective PLC “has 
the capacity to promote and sustain the learning of all professionals in the school 
community with the collective purpose of enhancing pupil learning” (Stroll et al., 2006, 
p. 3). Effective PLCs create common goals, set high expectations, monitor performance 
against those expectations, and provide periodic evidence of progress (DuFour, 2004). 
PLCs implemented in schools can increase collaboration and improve instruction if they 
are focused on student learning, teacher collaboration, and results (Dufour, Dufour, & 
Eaker, 2008). Thus, implementing a PLC that focuses on modifying academic self-
efficacy can be a contributing factor in the development of greater academic self-efficacy 
beliefs. PLCs have the capacity to promote and sustain learning outcomes. Therefore, 
implementing effective PLCs focused on building at-risk students’ self-efficacy beliefs 
can provide teachers with the necessary skill set and strategies to increase student 
academic self-efficacy as well as have an impact on teacher efficacy. As a result, an 
overall positive effect will occur on academic performance of students (Sibbald, 2009; 
Puchner & Taylor, 2006). 
Learner Self-Efficacy 
Students with strong self-efficacy beliefs are more likely to successfully complete 
their education and have greater career readiness (Bandura, 1997; Barbaranelli, Caprara, 
& Pastorelli, 2001). Bandura (1994) defines perceived academic self-efficacy as a 
student’s personal evaluation of their capabilities to organize and execute courses of 
action to attain designated types of educational performance. Self-efficacy plays an 
influential role in the way students think, feel, and act and ultimately impacts their 
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motivation (Bandura, 1997). It influences their acquisition of certain skills by increasing 
their persistence (Bandura, 1997). Performance for specific academic topics and overall 
academic performance can be predicted based on efficacy beliefs (Wolters & Pintrich, 
1998). This is if the student’s actual performance skills are on grade level. Five hundred 
and forty five students completed a self-report questionnaire that assessed different facets 
of student motivation and cognitive ability. The purpose of the study was to investigate 
subject area differences in the motivational, cognitive, and academic performance 
variables. The findings suggest that the level of cognitive strategy use can be sensitive to 
contextual differences (Wolters & Pintrich, 1998). It is important to note that poor 
performance may result from lack of skill development or from the limitations set forth 
by low academic self-efficacy imposed on skill use. Collins (1982) evaluated students of 
low, middle, and high mathematics ability that were identified within each ability level 
with having either high or low mathematics self-efficacy. After instruction, the children 
were asked to complete new problems and then given additional time to re-work those 
they completed incorrectly. The author reported that ability was not directly related to 
student performance. Results showed that regardless of ability level, students with higher 
self-efficacy attempted and completed more problems and were more like to revisit 
problems to make corrections on the ones they completed incorrectly (Collins, 1982).  
Embedded efforts taken to modify academic self-efficacy were built on the assumption 
that enhanced self-efficacy will lead to higher student academic achievement, career 
choice, and performance behavior. The expectation is that higher self-efficacy beliefs, 
with the associated motivational properties, may determine whether students do not meet, 
accomplish or surpass academic expectations (Lent & Hacket, 1987).   




The Role of Teacher Efficacy 
Teacher self-efficacy refers to the level to which teachers believe they possess the 
capabilities to effect student performance (Podell & Soodak, 1993; Muijs &Rejnolds, 
2001; Tschannen-Moran & Hoy 2001). It is related to a teacher’s perception of their 
direct ability to promote student achievement even among the most difficult, unmotivated 
learners (Tschannen-Moran & Woolfolk Hoy, 2001). The authors suggest teacher 
efficacy is connected to student gains. It is documented that teachers in effective schools 
have strong efficacy and experience higher gains in student performance with effective 
instructional practices. Teachers with greater efficacy are more willing to engage in 
experimental methods that may help their students and show greater exertion of 
enthusiasm for teaching and learning (Tschannen-Moran & Woolfolk Hoy, 2001). On the 
other hand, teachers with low efficacy tend to give up quickly on students and cite low 
ability as the reason for some students’ poor performance (Bandura, 2000).   
Teacher efficacy is also seen as a collective concept. Collective efficacy is 
impacted by the school’s culture and has an effect on student performance (Hoy, 2000). 
The teachers’ perception of the school’s ability to have a positive effect on student 
achievement is collective efficacy. Collective efficacy plays a key role in cognitive 
development and achievement (Bandura, 2000). Research suggests that a shared belief of 
a common goal to produce a positive outcome is an essential component of collective 
efficacy (Bandura, 2000). Goddard, LoGerfo & Wayne Hoy (2004) conducted a study 
that examined 96 rural, urban, and suburban high schools. Results showed that the 
school’s collective efficacy had a significant link with student achievement. In fact, 
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collective efficacy was reported as the strongest predictor of student academic success in 
reading, writing, and social studies against all other variables, including minority 
enrollment, students’ socioeconomic status, school size, and poor student achievement.  
There is limited research that correlates collective efficacy and student 
performance. However, it can be assumed that teachers who possess high levels of 
personal efficacy and are working in school settings with strong belief in collective 
efficacy find that there is a positive relationship between collective efficacy and higher 
academic achievement. There are benefits to fostering a school environment with strong 
collective efficacy (Brinson & Steiner, 2007).  
Assumptions 
Assumptions can be defined as beliefs and ideas that are not proven to be true, but 
are considered accurate despite little to no evidence to support such conclusions (Rotger, 
2004).  In this study there are several assumptions. It is assumed that teachers and 
students are willing to participate in the study, answer questions honestly, and have 
respect for the study. This assumption is based on the belief that CRHS teachers hold the 
desire and true passion for learning to help students from at-risk backgrounds. However, 
it is also assumed that the teachers are unprepared to work with CRHS students and may 
have low expectations of what these students can accomplish despite their passion to 
provide effective instructional practices. It is also believed that the teachers feel they do 
not possess the necessary skills and strategies to raise students’ academic self-efficacy. 
These assumptions are based on the notion that student participants meet the general 
characteristics of the study and are at risk of school failure. Their status perpetuates and 
creates challenging learning circumstances that often are difficult to overcome using 
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traditional instructional strategies. CRHS students have low academic self-efficacy, 
therefore they need teachers who believe in their academic abilities and possess strong 
teacher efficacy. It is equally important for the school to have an elevated collective 
efficacy where there is a belief of shared common goals.    
Limitations 
One limitation of this study includes sample size. This study consists of a sample 
of participants that is relatively small and specific. Only five teachers volunteered to 
participate in the study. The student sample included a random selection of students who 
volunteered to participate. This study is largely qualitative, the sample size is quite small 
due to the lack of resources and ability to reach a larger population, and therefore it is not 
possible to generalize the results. However, the study’s method is largely qualitative, so 
the small sample size does not pose a significant concern. Qualitative research sample 
size is usually smaller and seeks an in-depth perspective from participants (Creswell, 
2012). Small studies can have value. However, it is important that the researcher interpret 
the data carefully. A small research design allows the researcher to gain in-depth 
information about the behaviors, needs, desires, routines, use cases, and a variety of other 
information about the participants. The study provides a snapshot that documents and 
gathers the perceptions of the experiences of alternative school teachers working within a 
PLC at the research site, and the results provide information for a more in-depth 
understanding of this particular phenomenon.  
Another limitation identified is the range of variables that can affect student 
academic self-efficacy. Besides the implementation of the PLC and the strategies that 
teachers derive from working collaboratively to build academic self-efficacy among 
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students, other factors may influence student academic self-efficacy. Therefore, a range 
of variables can affect student academic self-efficacy other than strategies delivered by 
teachers. Some of these variables include student maturity, teacher quality and changes in 
home circumstances. It should be noted that teacher efficacy can be impacted by 
circumstances other than participation in the PLC, as well.   
Additionally, the focus of the study is on the teacher’s perception of their 
participation within a PLC to increase student academic self-efficacy. Therefore, the 
study’s design relied on self-report, which had the potential for biased responses. 
To address the limitations of this study, the researcher plans to use deep 
descriptive narratives to describe the process and experience as relayed by all 
participants. The research methods and design of the study allow for triangulation 
through the various data collection methods. The study collected quantitative data 
through surveys to provide another reference to collaborate the findings from the one-on-
one interviews. Teachers were asked to respond to journal prompts that acted as an 
additional resource for the researcher. The researcher compared teachers with different 
points view. This approach allowed the researcher to triangulate the data findings through 
several sources by examining the consistency of the different teachers. This also aided in 
the purpose of reducing the biases associated with the researcher’s personal and 
professional relationships with each participant. To address the study’s variable 
limitation, the researcher conducted classroom observations to ensure that teachers 
employed the strategies in their instructional methods that derived from PLC meetings. 
The study is designed to be participatory. It allowed for the researcher to share data 
continuously throughout the study. This collaboration fostered participation and sought to 
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avoid coercion. Efforts also were made to avoid conflicts of interest based on the 
researcher’s role as an administrator in the school. The teachers were active participants 
in the study, and had some ownership in the direction of the study. The study was more 
relevant to their professional growth and development. The PLC members were more 
personally invested in the study and its results. 
Delimitations 
There are several delimitations associated with the study. First, the study was limited 
to one school. Second, given that the population was a convenience sample, the 
participants are limited to certified teachers, which excluded support staff. There are no 
guidance counselors in the school. Lastly, administrators were also not included in the 
study because the study warrants teacher perceptions, attitudes, and beliefs.   
Summary 
A review of the literature revealed that implementing PLCs to achieve school 
improvement and success for every student can allow groups of teachers to explore 
effective instructional strategies (Vescio, Ross & Adams, 2008). It may provide the 
opportunity to understand the impact student academic self-efficacy has on teaching and 
student learning in an environment that serves students at risk of school failure. It is 
possible that the professional collaboration will support educational leaders in 
addressing the important mandates of accountability for increasing student performance 
of students at risk of school failure. This study investigated the experiences of five 
alternative high school teachers who participated in a PLC. The results of this study are 
useful in providing feedback on the perceptions teachers hold about their work and their 
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participation in a PLC. It is also useful for providing strategies for preparing at-risk 
students by including self-efficacy instruction into school curricula.  
Conclusion 
This chapter outlined the proposed study’s problem, research question, and 
provided a brief conceptual framework. This section provided the focus of this study, 
which is about teachers’ perception of participation in a PLC and how it impacts their 
ability to foster student academic self-efficacy. The next chapter reviews and details 
relevant literature focused on PLCs and academic self-efficacy. Chapter 3 outlines the 
research methodology, while chapter 4 describes the study’s findings, results and 
interpretations. The study concludes with a discussion and recommendations found in 

















CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 
Introduction 
 Government standards, such as No Child Left Behind (NCLB) and Learning 
Forward’s Standards for Professional Learning put the spotlight on student academic 
achievement for all students regardless of race, creed, color, gender, disability, and 
socioeconomic status (Mizell, Hord, Killion & Hirsh, 2011). These standards come with 
high expectations and accountability for school leaders looking for new solutions to 
ongoing problems. As a result, educators have become accustomed to adapting initiatives 
and mandates that affect scheduling, curriculum, and instructional strategies in an effort 
to address student learning needs (Mizell, Hord, Killion & Hirsh, 2011). However, these 
changes are usually enacted quickly and without any regard to quality professional 
development. The increase in accountability requires professional development to have 
greater depth than just supporting the attainment of new knowledge and skills (Vescio, 
Ross, & Adams, 2007). Despite such calls for reform, many school districts struggle to 
provide quality professional development to address the learning needs of teachers and 
students. The reform in education requires teachers to look for creative ways to rethink 
their own practices, create new classroom roles and expectations with regard to student 
performance and teach using newly innovative instructional methods (Darling-Hammond 
& Mclaughlin 1996).   
 The focus of this study is on teachers’ perceptions of their participation in 
professional learning communities (PLCs) and the teachers’ perceived collective efficacy 
to foster higher levels of academic self-efficacy among students in their classrooms. A 
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review of the relevant literature focused on teacher learning, PLCs as site-based 
alternatives to workshops, student academic self-efficacy and the collective efficacy of a 
school. This chapter will look at professional development, teacher learning and the 
definition of PLCs. The literature and research explores the following topic areas: PLC 
characteristics, teacher benefits, and the impact of PLCs on teaching practice and student 
performance. The discussion will conclude with a description of the myths and 
misconceptions of inner-city students, and teacher’s roles in the success of educating 
inner-city students and the use of PLCs to promote teacher learning focused on building 
student academic self-efficacy. It provides a linkage between academic self-efficacy and 
student performance. It provides a discussion on self-efficacy and its role in higher 
student performance. It addresses teacher efficacy. It provides a discussion on the PLC 
focus, the selected research-based instructional practice of growth mindset, providing a 
linkage between the instructional practice and student academic self-efficacy.     
Defining “Professional Learning Community” 
 Professional learning community refers to a community of members working 
together to provide ongoing learning opportunities to teachers and other educators within 
the school or school district (DeFour, 2007). PLCs can be defined as a professional 
development model, organizational reform initiative, and an educational improvement 
strategy that should be used to build the school learning capacity. PLCs should elicit 
participation from the entire staff. This will provide the opportunity for members of the 
team to share their knowledge, values, skills and best practices that focus on instruction 
and learning for all students through desired student benchmarks and monitoring of 
outcomes to ensure student success (DuFour, 2004; DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, & 
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Karhanek, 2010; Hord and Sommers, 2008). Teachers are able to work together to make 
the expected gains by reducing the isolation in their work environment (Mullen & 
Schunk, 2010). This reduced isolation can transform the school culture. If this shift in the 
school’s culture extends to the classroom, pedagogies, and curricula enhancement in 
learning for students and teachers can occur. 
  The construction and implementation of PLCs have crucial characteristics that 
need to be considered when identifying elements for successful facilitation. Based on a 
recent article written by DuFour, the former Illinois superintendent and author of What It 
Takes: How a Professional Learning Community Respond When Kids Don’t Learn 
(2004), contends that PLCs should be created around three core principles. These 
principles include the aim of “ensuring that students learn,” creating a “culture of 
collaboration,” and an increased “focus on results” (p.6). “To create a PLC; focus on 
learning rather than teaching, work collaboratively, and hold yourself accountable for 
results” (DuFour, 2004, p. 6). The first core principle allows educators to function in a 
capacity that addresses the learning needs of all students. Teachers should identify 
successful school practices that help all students to learn while simultaneously addressing 
the needs of struggling students. The second principle of building a culture of 
collaboration allows teachers to work collectively to achieve the goal of learning for all 
by analyzing data to improve classroom practice. This is accomplished when “teachers 
work in teams, engaging in an ongoing cycle of questions that promote deep team 
learning” (DuFour, 2004, p. 9). The third core principle entails periodically showing 
quantifiable evidence of progress. Teachers identify supportive data to highlight the 
current achievement levels of students.     
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  There are many valid studies on PLC concepts and practices (Louis, Kruse & 
Bryk, 1995; Hord, 2004; Huffman, 2001; Richmond and Mankokore, 2010). Louis and 
colleagues (1995) and Hord (2004) describe the PLC practice as an approach to achieve 
school improvement and success for every student. The authors indicate that PLCs have 
the capacity to sustain learning for all professionals in the school community. PLCs can 
be used to respond to critical issues in schools and support educational leaders in 
addressing the important mandates of accountability. PLCs provide the means for school 
leaders and teachers to incorporate knowledge, skills, and practices that focus on the best 
teaching and learning for all. The PLC practice is comprised of five key characteristics 
that intertwine and operate together. These are a shared vision and set of values, 
collective responsibility, reflective professional inquiry, collaboration, and the promotion 
of both individual and group learning. The professional learning community concept, 
although defined slightly different by each researcher, has a common thread throughout 
the literature. This is the important element of school improvement through collaborative 
measures. PLCs largely provide opportunity for learning among all stakeholders, 
focusing specifically on student learning, resulting in academic achievement.  
Richmond and Mankokore (2010) reviewed data collected on a project designed 
to foster reform among inner-city science teachers. They identified five elements 
necessary for the creation and maintenance of productive PLCs in a complex and 
challenging setting. The first element of teacher learning and collaboration is the sharing 
of resources individuals bring to and receive from the PLC. This results in the 
participants being motivated to try new instructional techniques and practices. The new 
practices then become the drive for change within the school. Professional community, 
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the second element, is when participants leverage each other’s expertise and experiences, 
sharing a common vision and learning from each other. Richmond and Mankokore 
(2010) describe the third element as confidence in content knowledge, pedagogical 
knowledge, and practices. The main focus of the third element should be to support 
teachers in strengthening their discipline knowledge through theory, concepts, and 
models. The fourth element of accountability is paramount to success. Teachers should be 
held accountable to both peer and district expectations. This creates an environment 
where teachers feel their work is valued. The fifth and final element, sustainability, is 
dependent on the group’s dynamics and is the outcome of both physical and social 
capital. Sustainability is measured by the group’s collective effort to continue working 
collaboratively on a focused goal for a desired outcome. 
Professional Development and Teacher Learning 
 Teachers are a key component in students’ academic success. Of the elements 
required for student success, research shows that besides what students contribute to the 
educational process, the instructional ability of teachers has the largest variance 
associated with impacting academic success among students (Hatte, 2003). Teachers can 
effectively meet the needs of students by balancing direct instruction and challenging 
activities, ensuring the activities provide concepts that are relevant, build on prior 
knowledge and combine knowledge and skills to provide ongoing review and 
reinforcement (Johnson, 1998). Lent and Hackett (1987) argue that students who are 
provided with fewer mastery experiences and limited exposure to successful role models 
will be unable to develop competence beliefs due to the lack of valuable information 
obtained from the necessary exposure. Students receive fewer exposures because teachers 
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from urban areas generally choose to teach in urban schools (Fuhrman, Cohen, and 
Mosher, 2007). The result is that teachers returning to urban school districts, even after 
attending college, have weak skills from the poor-quality high school they attended prior 
to their collegiate experience. Teachers who teach in urban school settings must be 
prepared to be critical reflective practitioners (Berghoff, 2011).  
Assistance and support in handling the everyday pressures of a difficult job are 
essential, and educators desperately need alternative methods of distributing and gaining 
professional development. Professional development can take place in various forms, 
including workshops, in-services and summer institutes. Professional development should 
be provided directly to teachers rather than through a “train-the-trainer” approach. 
Research on accountability reforms and student achievement indicates professional 
development is a key component for improving classroom instruction and student 
achievement (Corcoran, 1995; Little, 1993; Yoon, Duncan, Lee, Scarloss, & Shapley, 
2007).  
The purpose of professional development is to build teacher knowledge and 
improve classroom practice in order to increase student learning. Professional 
development can influence student achievement in three ways. First, it provides 
opportunities to enhance teachers’ pedagogy. Second, it creates the capacity for 
improvement in teacher effectiveness and instruction. Finally, the improved effectiveness 
is associated with increased student performance in the classroom, raising student 
achievement (Ubinas, 2012). However, the above concept of professional development 
has been challenged by the failure of the prevalence of single-shot, one-day workshops 
that often make professional development for teachers “intellectually superficial, 
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disconnected from deep issues of curriculum and learning, fragmented, and 
noncumulative” (Ball & Cohen, 1999, p. 3). 
Since the 1990s, the literature indicates a consistent shift from the traditional 
workshop method of professional development toward a more collaborative approach 
(Gross, 2010; Newmann, King, & Rigdon, 1997; Sackney and Mitchell, 2001). For 
teacher learning to be effective, it must take place in an environment that promotes 
interaction and coherent intellect. This environment should allow for ideas to be 
exchanged and a connection to the bigger picture of the school system for improvement.  
Professional development should be sustained, coherent, and take place throughout the 
school day (Wei, Darling-Hammond, Andree, Richardson, & Orphanos, 2009). Research 
indicates if professional development activities are to be successful, they should be 
extended over time, provide interaction with other teachers and encourage the 
development of teacher learning communities. The professional development should 
allow teachers to learn from their own practice (Bransford, Brown & Cocking, 1999).  
Several site-based professional development models surfaced during the 2000s. 
PLCs were the most commonly used model. This model allows teachers who teach the 
same grade level or content area to meet several times a week to work collectively to 
collaborate about teaching strategies and solve problems. PLCs provide the ability for 
whole-staff participation. Members of the team are able to share their knowledge, values, 
skills and best practices. PLCs focus on instructional teaching and learning for all 
students through desired student benchmarks and monitoring of outcomes to ensure 
success (Hord, 2009; Thessen & Starr, 2011). According to Kauchak and Eggen (2008), 
schools should use a comprehensive approach that focuses on the students’ physical, 
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social, emotional, and academic growth in an integrated manner. Exposing and discussing 
these issues as a faculty, within a PLC, can help clear up misunderstandings about 
students, families, and communities. These discussions can target low expectations, 
incorrect assumptions, and misgivings among staff members. This will ultimately 
strengthen the school’s commitment to the success of all students (Hirsh & Hord, 2010). 
Recent research emphasizes the effectiveness of learning in a community and has 
indicated that the participation in PLCs generates improvement in student learning (Louis 
& Mark, 1998; Supovitz, 2002; Hollins, McIntyre, DeBose, Hollins, and Towner, 2004). 
Klem and Connell (2004) found when schools are organized into a PLC, it creates 
personalized environments for teachers and students that directly affect student learning. 
Louis and Marks (1998) used a mixed method design to conduct a multi-site 
investigation focusing on 24 schools; eight each of elementary, middle and high schools. 
The researchers examined schools that were nationally selected due to the way they had 
restructured and took note of both the pedagogy and social structure of each school’s 
classrooms. The authors examined the linkage between the quality of classroom 
pedagogy and the presence of the core characteristics of a PLC. The findings suggest that 
the existence of a PLC promoted greater levels of social support for achievement, and 
higher levels of authentic pedagogy.    
Supovitz (2002) examined the way one district implemented a PLC using survey, 
interviews, site visits and achievement data that compared teachers who participated in a 
PLC to those who were non-participants. Teachers who worked in a PLC felt more 
involved in school-related decisions and reported higher levels of collaboration with 
colleagues than non-participants. Although there was a change in the school culture, the 
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author could not report a significant difference in student achievement. He concluded that 
giving teachers the opportunity to engage in decision-making in their learning was 
important to the process of improving student learning.  
Hollins and colleagues (2004) found that effective PLCs focused on student 
learning. The 12 participating teachers focused on teaching literacy to low-achieving 
African-American students. The study used direct quotes from participants to document 
their shifts in preparation to a more strategic focus as they worked in a PLC. Teachers 
began to design a new approach to Language Arts instruction. The study supported the 
idea that participation in a PLC leads to changes in the instructional method in the 
classroom. In general, the findings support the idea that PLCs can be a factor in 
improving ineffective teaching approaches and may be a viable model for teachers 
working with students at risk of school failure. 
   PLCs have been “called the most powerful professional development and change 
strategy available, professional learning communities, when implemented well, lead to 
reliable growth in student learning” (Provini, 2013, para. 2). PLCs can lead to reliable 
growth in student learning. This lies in contrast to traditional professional development 
programs that involve teachers going off-site to a workshop or a conference and at 
irregular intervals throughout the year. Recent research provides evidence that PLCs can 
produce positive effects on teacher collaboration and instruction. This, in turn, can lead to 
improved student performance and academic achievement (Louis & Mark, 1998; 
Supovitz, 2002; Hollins, McIntyre, DeBose, Hollins, and Towner, 2004).  
 The review of the literature on PLCs defines professional learning communities, 
identifies current perceptions about the characteristics of PLCs and how they work. In 
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this section, the researcher discusses the term PLC and outlines the characteristics of 
what makes PLCs effective. The section addresses teacher benefits, the impact on student 
performance and highlights obstacles to their success. 
Professional Learning Communities and Teaching Practice 
The desired end result of implementing a PLC is that dedicated minds across 
disciplines work together to create significant, compelling gains and outcomes for 
students (Hord, 2009). The following section provides evidence that supports various 
ways PLCs impact student performance by improving teaching practice. Connections are 
discussed between the participation of teachers in PLCs and classroom practice.  
 Research on effective schools identifies teacher collaboration and professional 
learning as two characteristics that improve student learning (Andrew & Lewis, 2007; 
Louis et al., 1995; Mizell, Hord, Killion, & Hirsh, 2011). The implementation of PLCs is 
an effective tool for underperforming schools to achieve goals laid out by federal and 
state standards (Maxwell, Higgins, & Scheurich, 2010). Maxwell and colleagues (2010) 
investigated how the development of a PLC helped to raise student achievement, build a 
culture of high expectations, and foster school improvement. Central High School, a 
diverse rural school that is populated with low-income families, was the site for this 
qualitative study. The high school had a history of poor academic performance by federal 
and state accountability standards and had no curricular alignment between content. The 
qualitative study of this turnaround reveals that a minimally implemented Accelerated 
Schools Project was followed by a much stronger PLC model developed by an external 
consultant. Lacking professional development, the school managed to achieve a 
successful turnaround by implementing an Accelerated School Project (ASP) and 
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developing a strong PLC. The remarkable improvement created rapid change in the 
culture of the PLC where teachers moved away from old habits and practices and 
implemented new teaching methods (Maxwell, Higgins, & Scheurich, 2010). The 
triangulated, chain-sampled interviews were analyzed and supported by student 
achievement data. The changes that occurred in the school yielded a positive learning 
environment and encouraged students to excel to their fullest potential. Student success 
was achieved through collaboration by teachers in PLC meetings. Teachers reported that 
the work conducted by the external consultant was an essential component of this ASP 
Model and especially critical in the facilitation and development of the PLC. The 
researcher indicates that the larger model of PLC sustained the turnaround beyond the 
original ASP involvement during the initial grant period. Significant gains were reported 
in teacher learning and student math and science scores.   
Dallas (2006) believes that PLCs contribute to instructional change if they create 
an environment that supports learning through innovation and experimentation. Dallas 
(2006) researched how one group of Language Arts (LA) teachers in an urban middle 
school worked together to improve their own morale and contribute to meaningful school 
improvement with the ultimate goal of raising literacy outcomes for their students. 
During the study, the LA teachers used a self-governance approach to implement the new 
mandated curriculum and conducted collaborative problem solving. Over a 9-month 
period, data were collected and analyzed. These data included multiple interviews with 
sixth grade teachers, participant observer field notes, formal and informal class 
observations, curriculum implementation questionnaires and sixth grade End of Grade 
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reading scores. From the findings, the researcher chronicled the implementation, 
interaction, and effects of the sixth grade LA PLC.  
The findings indicated that the PLC was associated with a reduction in isolation 
among department members that was replaced with collaborative support. It provided 
professional and personal support to struggling and first-year teachers and contributed to 
an increase in the professional resilience of the group. The findings also showed that 
PLCs can provide a lexicon for teachers as they implement strategies and problem solves 
common issues. The LA teachers reported an improvement in their instructional practices 
that improved the literacy performance of students. This evidence demonstrates that 
participation in a PLC contributes to the professional learning and growth of teachers. 
Educators who understand the potential benefits of quality professional development 
offered by PLCs are eager to utilize the practices they learn.  
Sigurðardóttir (2010) collected data using a mixed method design that retrieved 
information during two phases. The first phase included a correlational study in two 
schools and an experimental study in a third school. In this first phase, the researchers 
attempted to find different levels of effectiveness of PLCs as assessed by student 
performance on national tests. The second phase was implemented with the intention of 
examining whether an intervention designed to improve the PLC would have an impact 
on pupils’ academic performance and outcomes. It was also designed to provide insight 
behind the process of improving the PLCs (Sigurðardóttir, 2010). The researchers used a 
mixed method approach to measure school effectiveness on the school level that was 
defined as the difference between real outcomes on national testing in grade 10 and 
predicted outcomes based on parent educational level and outcomes on national testing in 
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grade 4. They found strong evidence that supported the relationship between a school’s 
level of effectiveness and its level as a PLC and a link with higher national test scores. 
The researchers reported a significant relationship between total mean scores and the 
level of effectiveness (r=52; p≤.01). The finding supported a difference in responses to 
the questionnaire survey between school A that was identified as a highly effective 
school and school B that was identified to have low effectiveness. School A had clear 
values and vision. School A also was more structured around collaborative work than 
school B. In general, the improvement in a PLC can improve the school’s level of 
effectiveness. Teachers are largely a contributing factor to school effectiveness. The 
results indicate that communities of learning have become an accommodation for quality 
professional development. These studies describe the influence teacher collaboration and 
professional learning have on improving student learning. Teachers involved report a 
greater sense of belonging and value in the education profession (Dallas, 2006).  
Assessing the Impact of Professional Learning Communities on Student 
Performance 
 
As the accountability demands in schools grow, the need for student achievement 
across academic areas increases. Several studies have found that the participation in 
PLCs generates improvement in student learning (Louis & Mark, 1998; Supovitz, 2002; 
Hollins, McIntyre, DeBose, Hollins, and Towner, 2004). Klem and Connell (2004) found 
that when schools are organized into PLCs, personalized environments for teachers and 
students that affect student learning are created. This study was conducted among inner-
city students in six elementary, middle, and high schools using longitudinal data sets 
collected by the Institute for Research and Reform in Education to validate the Research 
Assessment Package for Schools (RAPS). The goal of the survey is to measure 
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components of the self-evaluation system process of students, teachers and parents. 
School records and quality of school reform implementation were also assessed as part of 
the RAPS measures. The study investigated the ways students engage and react to 
challenges. The results suggest that a positive relationship between teachers and students 
is important for student academic success. These findings are also supported by research 
conducted by McMahon and Wernsman (2009). The findings indicate that teachers must 
consider their teaching strategies and instructional practice. Teachers need to ensure that 
they provide scaffolding and incorporate strategies that promote cohesion and belonging 
among students. Students must identify with the teacher and believe that the teacher cares 
about their academic future. Reported outcomes from the 149 low-income students who 
completed the study revealed that a greater satisfaction and a feeling of belonging along 
with lower levels of friction in school were associated with greater LA self-efficacy 
(McMahon and Wernsman, 2009). Students who perceive teachers as caring, having a 
well-structured learning environment where expectations are high, clear, and fair, are 
more likely to engage highly in school (McMahon and Wernsman, 2009).  
The collaborative approach of PLCs allows teachers to address individualized and 
self-directed research on chosen topics that pertain to their common goals. This approach, 
in turn, will be reflected in their instructional practice and enable teachers to create 
learning environments that promote a sense of school belonging. These are important 
factors related to academic student outcomes. PLCs can be particularly beneficial to 
schools that educate a large percentage of minority students. Results from Hollins, 
McIntyre, DeBose, Hollins, & Towner (2004) show that academic outcomes among 
struggling African American students improve when they are instructed by teachers 
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organized into PLCs. Students in the targeted school experienced significant growth with 
scores exceeding district gains. Hollins et al. (2004) report:  
In 1998, 45% of second graders scored above the 25th percentile as 
compared with 64% in 1999, and 73% in 2000. This is a 28% 
overall gain. District wide, 48% of second graders score above the 
35Th percentile in 1998, 61% in 1999 and 56% in 2000, an overall 
gain of 12%. (259) 
 Results of a case study by Phillips (2003) supported the benefit of PLCs on 
student achievement. Achievement scores among the study’s participants increased over 
a 3-year period. These state-wide testing results from the middle school in 1999-2000 
showed that 50% of the students passed reading, writing, math, science and social 
studies. More than 90% of students passed in the same subject areas in 2001-2002. PLCS 
that engaged in organized structure, sustained and supported instructional discussions, 
and investigated the relationship between instructional practices and student work result 
in significant gains in student learning (Supovitz, 2002). PLCs boost student achievement 
because they drive teachers to focus on student learning and make changes to their 
instruction based on the needs of students. 
Professional Learning Communities and Students’ Academic Self-Efficacy 
In this section, the review of the literature focuses on the component of PLCs that 
is at the center of this dissertation research: increasing the academic self-efficacy of 
urban students at risk of school failure. Teachers at a low performing urban high school 
in southern New Jersey implemented a PLC as a reform initiative to assist with staff 
development and raise the school’s collective efficacy and student academic self-
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efficacy. The discussion begins with myths and misperceptions of inner-city students and 
the effects that these myths and misperceptions have on teacher-student relationships. A 
discussion on the theory of self-efficacy is provided, making connections to student 
academic success and the collective efficacy of teachers.  
Inner-City Students: Myths and Misperceptions 
Urban students often represent individuals in various socioeconomic, ethnic, 
religious, and linguistically diverse groups (Foote, 2005; Marquez-Zenkov & Zanharias, 
2002).  Leroy & Symes (2001) assert that one major risk factor found in students at risk 
of school failure is poverty or near poverty. Students who come from extremely poor 
backgrounds frequently come from households with young, single parents or parents with 
low educational levels. These students are burdened with factors such as unemployment, 
abuse and neglect, substance abuse, dangerous neighborhoods, and homelessness. They 
deal with a number of adult pressures at a young age including gang violence, domestic 
abuse, unstable families, depression and the more general effects of poverty (Beachum 
and McCray, 2004). These students often experience high mobility rates and exposure to 
inadequate or inappropriate educational experiences. As a result, inner-city students at 
risk of school failure are more likely to fail in school or in life due to the social aspects of 
their environment (Pelino, 2007). 
Students at risk of school failure experience a number of educational problems 
due to their social circumstances. These problems manifest in poor attendance, low 
standardized test scores and poor self-efficacy (Smith, 2011). Barton (2003) states, 
students of low socioeconomic status (SES) face challenges that affect their performance. 
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This includes conditions in their physical environment, social environment, and school 
and classroom environment. 
Students at risk of school failure exhibit low self-efficacy. Student learning is 
largely a reflection of the learning environment and the belief in, or lack of belief in, the 
ability to succeed. Farber’s (1989) results show that the academic self-efficacy of lower 
class African American and Caucasian teen mothers is significantly lower that of mothers 
in other classes. They differ drastically in knowledge about how to go about 
accomplishing both educational and vocational goals. The findings demonstrated their 
aspirations have no immediacy and are too distant to be sources of motivation, according 
to Farber. However, implementing support programs such as parenting and child 
development classes, counseling for self-efficacy, teen parent support groups, and mentor 
mothers to support teen pregnancy can build self-efficacy and resilience among teen 
parents. Programs serving this population of marginalized students must remain student 
centered and flexible, develop a collaborative relationship and have administrative 
support (Griffin, 1998).    
Inner-city students are often educated in environments with low expectations. 
Retaining experienced, qualified teachers is essential. Ideally, inner-city students should 
be exposed to a large pool of teacher role models and other influential and academic 
contacts (Leithwood & Jantzi, 2009). This, in turn, can reduce the detrimental impact of 
low expectations.   
Teachers of Urban Students: Part of the Problem or Part of the Solution 
Over years of adaptation, even the most experienced, well intended, and 
committed teachers can still develop beliefs, habits, and strategies that work against their 
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intended goals (Hirsh & Hord, 2010). There are still teachers who lower their 
expectations for a student because of the student’s home circumstances. Low 
expectations of at-risk students in schools are evidence that many teachers expect 
students to fail to reach their highest academic potential and life and health goals. A 
decorated teacher in a privileged private school or a rural-raised teacher may be at a 
disadvantage teaching in an urban school, while an urban-raised teacher may be at an 
advantage teaching in an inner-city school (Preston, 2012). Preston noted that teachers 
who are unfamiliar with their working environments and the surrounding community can 
be successful if they are cognitive of the dynamics within the student’s community and 
culture (Preston, 2012; Durham- Barnes, 2011).  
Preston (2012) conducted a narrative inquiry research study that gathered 
qualitative data based on two composite stories of teachers within rural and inner-city 
schools. The conclusion revealed that inner-city teachers have access to greater resources 
and more professional development, field trips, and teaching specialization than rural 
teachers. On the other hand, the researcher also found that inner-city students are at 
greater risk of neglect due to large class sizes. Teacher-student relationships were less 
personal as a result of the teacher being less involved in the school community. 
 One reason inner-city schoolteachers are less involved is that they perceive 
themselves to be unappreciated. Durham-Barnes (2011) noted that teachers feel that 
policymakers and other individuals who have not experienced urban education 
undermined the work they did in a high-needs environment. This contributed to a high 
percentage of teachers leaving within the first 5 years of employment.  
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 Inner-city teachers are often hindered by behavioral challenges, inadequate 
resources and lack of parent involvement (Durham-Barnes, 2011). In addition, these 
teachers struggle with their sense of purpose for working with urban students, and so the 
need to understand their work on a societal level is paramount (Durham-Barnes, 2011). 
Unlocking the confidence of at-risk students can be a daunting and difficult task for even 
the most experienced teachers. A teacher’s role in the classroom is to provide 
instructional practice that best suits student learning needs. 
 Meeting the needs of a diverse population can be challenging even for the most 
experienced teacher. In many urban schools, large numbers of teachers are teaching 
outside their areas of subject matter expertise (Lankford, Loeb, & Wyckoff, 2002). There 
are also fewer available resources to support teaching and learning. These challenges, 
coupled with an established attitude of failure that students and teachers from these 
districts face, foster imperfect learning environments. It is important for inner-city 
teachers to have high expectations, hold high standards, and receive quality professional 
development to support their students’ needs. To help urban at-risk students get beyond a 
sense of powerlessness, teachers should build opportunities for students to achieve small 
successes and teach ways of critical reflection to increase student academic self-efficacy 
(Malarkey, 2005)   
Traditional forms of professional development are less likely to prepare these 
teachers for the challenges of meeting the cognitive and social-emotional needs of inner 
city students. These teachers must know the community around the school and apply 
knowledge of child growth and development (Chapman, Laird, and KewalRamani, 2010). 
Preparing teachers to deal with the complexity of urban schools should be undertaken 
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with a focus on building skills in reflection and communication so that teachers can 
carefully observe, analyze, diagnose, design and evaluate teaching and learning obstacles 
(Darling-Hammond, 2008). PLCs not only provide teachers with additional support for 
their retention and reduce isolation, but they also enhance teacher qualifications to work 
with urban students at risk of school failure (Berghof, Blackwell, Wisehart, 2011). The 
presence of PLCs can lead to breakthroughs in knowledge and foster improvement in 
student learning. It is the process of understanding desired outcomes and the use of 
appropriate techniques to achieve a common goal that impacts teachers’ learning 
(Blanton, Moorman, & Trathan, 1998).  
Academic Self-Efficacy Theory 
Developed from Albert Banura’s Social Learning Theory (1977, 1986), the 
concept of self-efficacy is seen as the belief that one has of their capabilities to complete 
a given task, reach a goal and to overcome an obstacle (Bandura, 1997). Academic self-
efficacy is a student’s belief in their performance in certain subject areas and ability to 
manage their own learning and fulfill academic expectations (Bandura, 2000). It can be 
seen as an individual’s “I can” or “I cannot” belief concept. Self-efficacy displays how 
confident an individual or student feels about their ability to perform a specific task. Low 
self-efficacy is related to the student’s lack of persistence at a task (Schunk, 1991). The 
construct of self-efficacy affects task choices, effort extended, persistence, and 
achievement (Bandura, 1997). 
The concept of self-efficacy in student achievement has been researched by many 
experts. Many of these results indicated that a lack of academic success in students can be 
directly linked to negative self-efficacy beliefs (Dicintio & Gee, 1999; Szente, 2007; 
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MacMath, Roberts, Wallace & Xiaohong, 2009). Self-efficacy beliefs influence academic 
performance because they affect the choices students make and the time spent on 
accomplishing set goals (Szente, 2007). Pajares (1997) states that the way students 
perceive their competence “helps determine how much effort people will expend on an 
activity, how long they will persevere when confronting obstacles, and how resilient they 
will prove in the face of averse situations” (p. 4).  
Pajares (1996) indicates there has been a lack of clarification in the relationship 
between self-efficacy and other expectancy beliefs that affect academic achievement. 
Research on self-efficacy and academic performance has primarily focused on two major 
areas. These areas include self-efficacy beliefs and college major as it pertains to career 
choice. Providing data related to the student’s interest can help the choice of courses and 
majors (Pajares, 1996). Some studies have investigated the connection between self-
efficacy, related psychological construct, and academic motivation (Pajares, 1996). Self-
efficacy has been prominent in studies that have explored the relationship of efficacy 
beliefs with attributions, such as goal setting, problem solving, modeling, self-regulation, 
reward contingencies. Self-efficacy also may be related to the use of alternative learning 
programs and teacher education (Depree & Monte, 2011; Lock& Latham, 1990; 
MacMath, et al.; Morris & Morris, 2013; Pajares, 1996; Woolfolk & Hoy, 1990). These 
researchers report that there is a correlation between self-efficacy beliefs, other self-
beliefs, motivation constructs, academic choices and the attributes listed above. 
Bandura (2000) suggests that there are three areas of self-efficacy that affect 
cognitive development and accomplishment. These areas are the students’ beliefs in their 
ability to regulate their learning activities and become proficient in academic subjects. 
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The second area is the teachers’ belief in their capacity to motivate and promote learning 
in the students they teach. The third is the school-wide collective sense of efficacy, which 
is the belief among the staff that the school can accomplish significant academic 
progress.   
 Self-efficacy plays an influential role in the way we think, feel, act and are 
motivated (Bandura, 1997). Performance for specific academic topics and overall 
academic performance can be predicted based on efficacy beliefs (Wolters & Pintrich, 
1998). Students with a strong sense of self-efficacy are more likely to successfully 
complete their education and have greater career readiness (Bandura, Barbaranelli, 
Caprara, & Pastorelli, 2001). In general, students with strong self-efficacy beliefs are 
more motivated and therefore more likely to experience academic success and be 
equipped with various career options as a result of their ability to self-regulate to make 
positive academic choices.    
Creating an instructional environment that empowers at-risk students to succeed in 
school and enhance motivation to build self-efficacy must include both autonomy and 
challenge (Dicintio & Gee, 1999). Teachers who instruct in a way that is goal-oriented, 
supplies a highly-motivated environment, and provides students with perceived control 
over their learning will increase a student’s academic self-efficacy (Szente, 2007; 
Dicintio & Gee, 1999). Providing students at risk of school failure with curriculum 
integration that allows for repetition (MacMath, Roberts, Wallace and Xiaohong, 2009) 
and preparing students with goal-setting abilities and maintaining positive thoughts about 
themselves increases their chances of obtaining school success and achieving success 
later in life (Pajares, 1997). 
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Academic Self-Efficacy and Student Performance 
Student Self-efficacy plays a significant role in determining academic success 
(Bandura, 1997; Pajares, 2002). Self-efficacy is an important predictor of performance.  
Researchers measure the self-efficacy of students by asking participants to report their 
level of confidence to accomplish a task or succeed in a certain situation (Pajares, 1996). 
In an educational setting, this is done by asking students to rate their confidence to solve 
specific math problems, read certain passages, complete writing tasks or use certain self-
regulatory strategies (Bandura, 1989; Hackett & Betz, 1989; Shell, Colvin, & Bruning, 
1995). According to Pajares (2002) the presence of positive self-efficacy impacts a 
person as a student. An extensive body of research has been developed that supports and 
describes how academic self-efficacy can influence student performance. Additionally, 
other studies found there are correlations between positive relationships of student self-
efficacy and student achievement (Bandura & Locke, 2003; Caprara, Finda, Vecchione, 
Del Bove, Vecchio, & Barbaranelli, 2008; Carroll, Houghton, Wood, Unsworth, Hatte, 
Gorden, & Bower, 2009; Elias, Mahyuddin, Noordin, Chong-Abdullah, & Roslin, 2009; 
Motlaugh, Amrai, Yazdani, Abderahim, Souri, 2011; Pajares 2002; Pintrich & De Groot, 
1990).  
Motlaugh and colleagues (2011) conducted a study based on a multistage cluster 
sampling of 250 high school students. They found supportive evidence that self-
evaluation, self-directing and self-regulation are correlated with academic achievement. 
A ten percent variance of academic achievement in two steps was found among all 
variables. Caprara and colleagues (2008), after examining 412 Italian adolescent students, 
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observed that perceived self-efficacy for self-regulated learning influenced achievement 
and academic attrition longitudinally. They reported that high levels of self-efficacy 
contributed to junior high school student’s academic performance. Bandura & Locke 
(2003) conducted a meta-analysis of nine studies to investigate the effect size of self-
efficacy. Results indicated that self-efficacy operates in alignment with a student’s goal 
system. It was noted that perceived self-efficacy and a students’ personal goals enhance 
motivation and performance accomplishments.  
  Self-efficacy cannot be directly linked to successful student performance. It is the 
student’s self-regulation that determines the academic achievement. Self-efficacy will 
cause students to self-regulate. The greater the student’s self-efficacy, the more likely that 
student will be to employ self-regulation. Bandura (2006) defines self-efficacy for self-
regulated learning as the student’s belief in their ability to apply self-regulation processes 
such as goal-setting, self-monitoring, strategy use, self-evaluation and self-reaction. 
Pintrich & De Groot (1990) conducted a correlational study involving 173 students. They 
investigated the relationships between motivational orientation, self-regulated learning, 
and classroom academic performance.  The seventh graders from eight science and seven 
English classes completed a self-report survey that measured student self-efficacy, 
intrinsic value, test anxiety, self-regulation, and use of learning strategies. The results 
indicated that students who believed they were capable of learning and grasping the 
assignments and expected to accomplish their goal were more likely to report using a 
variety of cognitive and self-regulatory strategies, thus resulting in higher grades. 
Students with greater self-regulation skills were more likely to outperform students with 
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lower levels of self-regulated skills. Positive self-efficacy predicts greater perseverance 
among students (Bandura, 1986). 
An Australian study that employed the Children Self-Efficacy scale assessed the 
structural relations of 935 students ranging from ages eleven to eighteen years. Students 
were from various economic backgrounds and attended ten different high schools. This 
study assessed whether self-efficacy and academic achievement played a significant role 
in the student’s academic aspirations and delinquency. The researchers found that 
academic self-efficacy has a significant, direct relationship with academic achievement 
(Carroll, Houghton, Wood, Unsworth, Hattie, Gordon, Bower, 2009). Pajares (2002) 
wrote that academic self-efficacy beliefs influence student academic attainments and 
arbitrate the effect of skills or other beliefs about these accomplishments. Specific 
measures closely linked to the tasks performed, as opposed to more generalized 
measures, directly produced better relationships between self-efficacy and academic 
performance (Pajares, 1996). 
Another study was conducted in 25 Malaysian secondary schools comprised of at-
risk students with low self-efficacy in Mathematics and English Language. In this study, 
“at-risk” was defined as students who struggled academically and had discipline 
problems. A low level of self-efficacy in mathematics indicated that students were not 
confident with their ability to learn math. The mean score in English Language was also 
low, which indicated that most of the students did not have confidence in their ability to 
learn English. The study supported the idea that students who believe in their ability to 
perform educational tasks achieve higher results academically than their peers who have 
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less belief in their ability to perform academically (Elias, Mahyuddin, Noordin, Chong-
Abdullah, & Roslin, 2009).    
Students who have confidence in their abilities tend to effectively engage in 
behaviors that allow them to reach desired goals. Improving a student’s academic self-
efficacy is essential to their success in school. Teachers can develop the academic self-
efficacy of students by reinforcing their strengths and encouraging them to identify the 
correct actions to achieve their goals. A student’s level of academic self-efficacy is based 
on their aptitudes and past experiences in similar tasks, which is referred to as task 
engagement variables (Schunk, 1990). During learning tasks, students rely on efficacy 
clues to signal how well they are capable of completing the task. The students incorporate 
these clues to build their self-efficacy for similar tasks in the future (Schunk, 1991). 
Improving student’s self-efficacy comes from creating small pockets of success. These 
pockets of success can be accomplished through four building blocks; (1) Mastery 
Experiences, (2) Observing Others, (3) Direct Persuasion, and (4) Mood.  
Teacher Efficacy and Student Self-Efficacy 
A teacher’s confidence in their ability to improve student learning refers to 
teacher efficacy (Hoy, 2000). Teacher efficacy affects the goals they set, their level of 
desired achievement, and their dedication to teaching (Gredler, 2009).  Henson (2001) 
suggests that a teacher’s sense of efficacy can increase student performance in the 
classroom. The author suggests that teacher efficacy, whether positive or negative, has a 
crucial effect on the actual success or failure of a teacher. Teacher efficacy is dependent 
on past experiences and the culture of the school. The most essential factors in the 
development of teacher self-efficacy are a teacher’s performance and a teacher’s mastery 
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experience. Teacher performance relates to the extent to which the teacher has made a 
difference in their school. Mastery experience reflects the knowledge and experience 
received during student teaching and in the teacher’s first year in the classroom (Hoy, 
2000). Vicarious experiences and social persuasions among teacher colleagues are other 
tools that can help build a teacher’s sense of efficacy. The vicarious experience can 
manifest in the form of peer observations where a teacher observes another teacher using 
a particular strategy. This effective practice can promote a feeling of confidence by the 
observing teacher. The teacher identifies through the observation that they could be more 
successful in reaching their students. Social persuasion can take the form of teachers 
receiving direct feedback on their performance. This draws attention to effective teaching 
behaviors that provide constructive solutions for improvement. Socialization and 
interaction in school can also impact a teacher’s sense of efficacy. (Hoy, 2000). Using 
these strategies, administrators can help develop the efficacy of individual teachers and 
reinforce the collective efficacy of the school. Administrators should create a culture that 
promotes risk-taking and cooperation. In addition, they should participate and model 
behavior that supports a shared vision centered on students (Hipp, 1996). It is important 
for administrators to provide opportunities for mastery experiences for their teachers 
(Hoy, Sweetland, and Smith, 2002).  
 Studies have elaborated on the links between teacher efficacy and student self-
efficacy (Lee and Smith (1996), Goddard & Hoy, 2000). Conducting a theoretical and 
empirical analysis on urban elementary students, Goddard & Hoy (2000) found that 
collective teacher efficacy is positively linked with differences between student 
achievement in reading and math (Goddard, Hoy & Hoy, 2000).  Lee and Smith (1996) 
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analyzed data for nearly 12,000 students and 1,000 teachers in 820 U.S. high schools. 
They found that performance was better in schools where the collective efficacy of 
teachers was higher. Teachers in those schools were less likely to blame students for poor 
performance. Those students were concerned about the relationship that they had with 
their teachers. Additionally, they were more likely to engage and put forth more effort 
when they perceived that their teachers cared about their success. According to Jerald 
(2007), teachers with a stronger sense of efficacy display greater levels of planning and 
organization. Teachers who are generally open to new ideas and willing to experiment 
with new teaching methods to better meet the needs of students are more persistent and 
resilient when facing challenges. These teachers possess a less critical attitude toward 
student error and are less likely to refer a difficult student to special education.  
Self-Efficacy and Growth Mindset 
The concept of self-efficacy is closely tied to the fairly new construct of Growth 
Mindset. Self-efficacy beliefs affect outcomes by increasing students’ motivation and 
persistence to master challenging tasks (Bandura, 1993).  Research shows that student 
self-efficacy is a component of overall resilience in the effort to overcome negative life 
events and the poor self-view of academic achievement frequently observed in students at 
risk of school failure (Bandura, 1994). Dweck (2000) discussed that student mindset has 
a significant effect on persistence, directly relating to effort put forth towards challenging 
tasks. Students with high levels of academic self-efficacy will persist when facing 
difficult or challenging tasks. On the other hand, students who have low levels of self-
efficacy are more likely to give up quickly or pursue less-challenging alternatives. These 
students tend not to concentrate on how to perform well; instead they focus on their 
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limitations and failures (Bandura, 1993, 1997). Therefore, those who have low academic 
self-efficacy hold a fixed mindset and students with higher levels of self-efficacy possess 
a growth mindset.  
The Power of Believing You Can 
In educational circles, there has been an increase in the notion that both teacher 
and student mindsets effect student performance and academic achievement. Consensus 
opinion also suggests that meaningful schoolwork promotes student learning of various 
academic content. According to Dweck (2010), meaningful school work can teach 
students to embrace challenges and enjoy putting forth effort, as well as be resilient and 
value their own improvements. 
Dweck suggests that teachers can design and present learning tasks to help 
students develop a growth mindset. This, in turn, can lead to increased self-efficacy that 
ultimately manifests itself in short-term achievement and long-term success. In The New 
Psychology of Success (2000), Dweck develops a continuum on which students can be 
positioned that is based on their belief about where ability comes from. The author 
describes students at opposite sides of the continuum as having either a fixed theory of 
intelligence that develops into a “fixed mindset,” or a growth mindset. A student with a 
fixed mindset believes their basic abilities, intelligence, and talents are static traits. This 
suggests that they believe they have a limited amount of knowledge, and so their primary 
goal is simply to look smart. However, a student with a growth mindset understands 
success is based on learning, persistence, and hard work. In students with a growth 
mindset, talents and abilities can be developed through effort, good teaching and 
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persistence. These students believe they can get smarter if they work hard (Dweck, 2010; 
Morehead 2012). These students tend to have a positive attitude about learning.  
One’s mindset is a predictor of motivation and achievement amongst students, 
according to Blackwell, Trzesniewski and Dweck (2007). Dweck conducted longitudinal 
studies in a cohort of seventh grade math students. She reports that students with a 
growth mindset have an increased likelihood to take on more challenging work and 
succeed than those with a fixed mindset. The researcher suggests that these two different 
mindsets can lead to differing levels of growth and development. Students who 
demonstrate a fixed mindset display feelings of powerlessness and learned helplessness. 
This can lead to the development of self-defeating identity and low self-efficacy. On the 
other hand, students with a growth mindset, when all other factors remained the same, 
were more motivated to learn and put forth effort, thereby outperforming those with a 
fixed mindset in math, according to the findings. Dweck’s findings have also indicated 
that developing a growth mindset in teachers is as applicable to teacher performance as it 
is to student performance. Gerstein (2014) suggested that teachers, like the students they 
teach, also have the ability to develop a growth mindset. There are several strategies 
identified that can be applied to teacher professional development to create a growth 
mindset. These strategies include modeling and creating a space for new ideas along with 
building time for self-reflection, formative assessment and feedback.  
The consistency of the results reported by Dweck lends them weight. If teachers 
can identify a student’s mindset, they can take steps to make the appropriate changes to 
instructional methods and learning in the classroom to address potential challenges. 
Therefore, the goals of this study are essential. It is of critical importance to determine 
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the teacher perceptions of working in a PLC and how PLCs can help build a supportive 
learning environment. Exploring the impact that PLCs can have in the development of a 
growth mindset among teachers and students is a meaningful endeavor. The PLC 
movement has taught us that “a collection of superstar teachers working in isolation 
cannot produce the same results as interdependent colleagues who share and develop 
practices together” (Garmston & Wellman, 1999, P. 18).   
Conclusion 
Effective PLCs are democratic and participatory (Hord & Hirsh, 2009). Despite 
the large number of studies on the implementation of PLCs, the review of the literature 
revealed a lack of research on the effectiveness of PLCs in general. More specifically, 
these findings insufficiently explored the effectiveness of PLCs in an alternative at-risk 
school setting and in combination with a focus on building students’ self-efficacy. 
Wernsman (2009) suggests that there are aspects for building self-efficacy in teachers and 
students that can be strengthened through the collaborative work of a PLC. 
Conducting this research may provide insight on building students’ self-efficacy. 
It will provide professional development opportunities for teachers that will lead to 
improvement in teaching strategies and methods used in an alternative school setting. It 
will also provide insight on building students’ self-efficacy that may illuminate the 
factors associated with performance of students at risk of school failure. Findings in the 
literature support the notion that PLCs have a positive impact on both teaching practice 
and student achievement. Implementing PLC concepts and practices to achieve school 
improvement and success for every student, when supported by administration, can allow 
groups of teachers to explore effective instructional strategies. It may provide an 
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opportunity to understand the impact that poverty and societal and environmental factors 
have on their teaching and student learning. This understanding may inform responses to 
the critical issues that could potentially raise student self-efficacy and promote student 
achievement.  
Summary 
This section provided a review of research relevant to the focus of this study, 
which is to examine the relationship between implementing a PLC and building academic 
efficacy of students at risk of school failure. The practice between professional learning 
communities, teachers’ instructional practices, and student academic achievement is 
evident. A common thread throughout the literature is how PLCs are used to drive 
instruction and be a force for change. PLCs can benefit all schools, but may be 
particularly effective in schools with significant challenges, including those with a high 
proportion of economically disadvantaged students.  
As part of their work in the PLC, CRHS teachers will be conducting action 
research based on embedded research-based professional development. The teachers’ 
shared experience will allow them to acquire new skills and knowledge to be effective 
problem solvers for the school, thus providing an alternative method for reducing the 
negative probabilities associated with students at-risk of academic failure. The proposed 
research can provide additional supportive evidence to educators and add to the literature 
for the best practices in addressing the needs of students at risk of school failure.  
The next chapter will outline the research methodology. In chapter 3, the research 
design and methods of approach will be discussed, along with the rationale for 
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conducting the study. It provides the data collection and analysis process along with 
background on the site and population selection.   
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CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
Introduction 
This study is an action research project led by the Assistant Principal as part of 
the school’s initiative to build its professional learning community (PLC) capacity and 
thus improve student performance. The focus of the study is to examine a PLC as a 
professional development tool to improve performance among students at-risk of school 
failure due to low academic self-efficacy. The researcher identified the students’ levels 
academic self-efficacy with predetermined survey data results collected from the County 
Regional High School (CRHS) (pseudonym) students being taught by the study’s teacher 
participants. The purpose of the study is to determine teachers’ perception of 
implementing an effective PLC to support their abilities to foster students’ academic self-
efficacy and obtain evidence of the impact a PLC has on the collective efficacy of 
alternative high school teachers. It aimed to gain insight and allow the researcher to 
document the teachers’ perceived beliefs of working collaboratively within a PLC based 
on skills acquired, as well as support received by colleagues and administration. The 
study also sought to identify instructional strategies teachers perceive to be effective tools 
for raising the academic self-efficacy of students.  
The following questions guided the research:  
1.  How does participation in a professional learning community impact a 
teacher’s ability to foster academic self-efficacy among at-risk students?  
2.  How is the collective efficacy of alternative high school teachers impacted by 
participation in a professional learning community?  
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3.  What instructional practices derived from the participation in a professional 
learning community do teachers perceive to be associated with higher levels of 
student academic self-efficacy?  
This chapter presents the data collection and methodology of research design and 
rationale, which outlines the setting, sample selection, and the study’s population. The 
chapter will conclude with descriptions of the data collection, data analysis and ethical 
considerations of the research process.    
Research Design and Rationale 
The study is an action research project that employs a participatory design. The 
apparent lack of connection between research, teaching practice, and the failure to apply 
the research to affect teaching has lead teachers to find research to be unpersuasive or 
without authority. Teachers tend to find professional development incomprehensible and 
somewhat irrelevant to their practice (Mills, 2011). However, action research allows for 
relevant and persuasive data to be collected and teachers to be authoritative on what 
works within their classrooms (Mills, 2011, Stringer, 2014).  
Creswell (2012) identifies action research design as step-by-step procedures 
carried out by teachers and other individuals in a school to gather information about and 
subsequently improve the way the schools function. Stringer (2014) describes action 
research as a process that consist of a “look, think, and act” routine. During each stage, he 
suggests that all participants observe, reflect, and then take action. Sagor (2005) describes 
action research in four stages. The author suggests the process includes clarifying a 
vision, articulating theories, implementing action by collecting data, and reflecting to 
help plan informed action. Therefore, action research is a means for collaborative inquiry 
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or investigation that provides the opportunity to take a systematic approach to resolve 
specified problems. This framework guided the research process.  
Based on the above definitions, ultimately action research aims to improve the 
educational practice of teachers by studying and examining practical problems faced by 
the stakeholders involved. Action research “has grown in importance as a means for 
enhancing school renewal, promoting teacher development, and testing new ideas” 
(Creswell 2012, p. 592). In fact, it directly promotes staff development and the 
development of teachers as individual professionals and is used for addressing school-
wide problems (Creswell, 2012). Action research can largely be seen as a method to 
develop a professional disposition in teachers that empowers them to be life-long learners 
in their practice (Mills, 2011). This study’s research design is qualified as an action 
research project because it aims to increase the effectiveness of the school’s PLC. The 
development of the school’s PLC will allow teachers to review research-based 
information that will provide them with the opportunity to connect theory to practice. 
Working in a PLC provides a forum for collaboration that is focused on a shared common 
goal for improvement in the educational practice and makes connections for school 
improvement by building the academic self-efficacy of students. It fosters examination of 
the collective efficacy of the school and provides teacher the opportunity to evaluate their 
own self-efficacy. This, in turn, empowers teachers to grow professionally.  
Working within a PLC is described as action research because key members must 
work together toward a common goal (Sagor, 2010). In fact, Calhoun (1994) promotes 
the use of action research to structure learning communities. Both PLCs and action 
research are implemented with the aim of improving teacher practice.  
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The researcher utilized a mixed method approach to identify the points where data 
diverge. With this approach, it may be possible to provide the most insights. The various 
data collection methods aided in triangulation and reduced validity threats. With the use 
of the mixed methods approach, the researcher intends for the quantitative data sets to 
yield deeper understanding to the qualitative findings (Creswell, 2012).  
 Specifically, this study’s data collection method is comprised of the following: 
(1) administration of teacher questionnaires (quantitative); (2) in-depth semi-structured 
interviews (qualitative); (3) classroom and field observations (qualitative) and (4) journal 
entries by teachers (qualitative). A pre- and post-study survey was administered to 
students in an effort to determine the current levels of their perceived academic self-
efficacies (quantitative). Several of these methodologies were collected concurrently (See 
Appendix F). 
Qualitative Data Collection 
   A qualitative design was used in this study to ensure that the researcher 
obtained accurate anecdotes from the teachers. The study collected qualitative data in the 
form of interviews, observations, and reflective journaling. Four one-on-one interviews 
were conducted using a recording from a Samsung Galaxy S6 voice recorder. A protocol 
was developed and used for the interview conversation with participants. The interviews 
were sent to Rev.com for transcription. The interviews were placed in the Google Cloud 
and forwarded via email to the company’s website for transcription. Once the 
transcription was received via email, the researcher deleted the voice recordings from the 
Google Cloud folder, keeping the original copy on the researcher’s password-protected 
USB drive. The researcher conducted 15 observations in classrooms where the study’s 
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identified student participants were learning. The researcher observed teacher participants 
three times each over the duration of the study.  At various staff meetings, the researcher 
conducted PLC observations and compiled field notes from these sessions. Teacher 
journals were maintained electronically by the researcher. Teachers were provided with 
journal prompts to guide the documentation of their experiences. These responses were 
emailed to the researcher and analyzed. The researcher utilized open coding to allow 
observed patterns to emerge during analysis. Plus/Delta forms were collected three times 
periodically throughout the study. The Plus/Delta form is an evaluation tool used in group 
meetings to provide a method for continuous improvement for a team. The Plus/Delta 
evaluation form can help the team stretch itself to higher levels of performance. The 
collected Plus/Delta forms were analyzed for patterns and shared in future PLC meetings 
to inform meeting agendas. 
 The qualitative aspect of this study provided rich, descriptive data. The 
interview transcripts provided details that will be available for reference long after the 
study is complete. The electronic journals and Plus/Delta forms created additional rich 
data source because reactions and experiences were given in first-hand account format by 
participants without self-analysis.   
Phenomenology 
The researcher relied on a transcendental phenomenological design to report the 
findings of the on-one-one in-depth interviews conducted with teachers during data 
collection. This design approach allows the researcher to depict the shared experiences of 
teachers working within a PLC who were trying to enhance their own professional 
growth while raising students’ academic self-efficacy. The phenomenological approach 
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allowed the researcher to document the shared perceptions of the teachers, who were all 
experiencing the same phenomenon of the PLC.  
The analysis of the interviews was processed according to transcendental 
phenomenology design described by Creswell (2012). This design is a process of 
bracketing experiences and gathering data from several individuals who experienced the 
phenomenon. The researcher then reduced data to significant statements or quotes and 
combined them into identifiable themes. The researcher must develop a textual and 
structural description to provide an overall essence of the experience from the point of 
view of the participants. This study will develop a textual description of the experiences 
of the teachers, as well as a structural description of how they experience it by providing 
information on the conditions, situations, or context of their participation in the PLC. The 
overall result will be an essence of the teachers’ experience of the collaborative work. 
Creswell (2007) states that, “the basic purpose of phenomenology is to reduce individual 
experiences with a phenomenon to a description of the universal essence” (pp. 58). 
Moustakas (1994) indicates evidence from a phenomenological research is brought forth 
by first person reports of the lived experience. A phenomenological design is the best 
model for this study because the interviews allow teachers to give firsthand accounts of 
their perspective of the effectiveness of the practices involved in the PLC. The interview 
questions are descriptive and probe the meanings in the experiences of the teachers 
(Creswell, 2009). The phenomenological design provides a context for in-depth 
description of the processes and the perception of teachers as they work to achieve 
academic self-efficacy of students as part of their goal in the PLC. In addition, teachers 
involved in the PLC will be generating better learning outcomes supported by direct 
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quotes based on their participation in the study. Teachers used information generated 
during PLC meetings throughout the study to tailor their processes in the development of 
their instruction to support building the self-efficacy of their students. This approach adds 
validity to the study and its findings because timely analysis of the various data sources 
yielded consistency of the findings. The researcher was able to identify patterns, 
associations, and causal relationships in the themes. This revealed complementary aspects 
of the same phenomenon of working collaboratively in a PLC. 
In qualitative research, it is important to pinpoint were data diverge. A large 
portion of this study relies on self-report by teachers to document the outcomes of raising 
the self-efficacy of students, teacher efficacy and the collective efficacy of the school.  
Quantitative Data Collection 
The data collection process included the collection of quantitative data. The 
quantitative data collected provided descriptive statistics to support the findings of 
qualitative data collected within the study. This designated approach was undertaken to 
increase the validity of the study through triangulation. Quantitative data is closed-ended, 
based on statistics, collected numerically, and structured with regard to reporting 
(Creswell, 2012). The quantitative design involved an attitudinal survey to determine 25 
of the CRHS students’ academic self-efficacy beliefs based on the Likert scale of 
perceived self-efficacy (Bandura, 1989). The pre-survey allowed teachers and the 
researcher to determine students’ level of academic self-efficacy before receiving 
instruction from teachers who participated in the PLC. The post-survey captured changes 
in the attitudes and beliefs of student participants over the course of the study.   
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The teacher questionnaire provided statistical data to better inform the study. This 
was used to help identify discrepancies in the study. These methods are important to 
protect the data and the conclusions drawn from validity threats. The questionnaire 
provided information regarding the teachers’ feelings and attitudes towards completing 
various job duties in school. The results showed what teachers believed in terms of their 
individual teacher efficacy.  
Site and Population 
 The next section provides a detailed description of the study’s population, the site of 
the study, and the procedures for gaining site access.  
Teacher Population Description 
This research study’s focus is on new strategies identified by the PLC team to 
build student academic self-efficacy. It is also focused on teachers’ perceptions of their 
participation in a PLC, and how that can foster such results. The professionals employed 
by CRHS bring to the educational setting a diverse background in the field of education. 
The PLC was comprised of teachers and administrators consisting of certified, highly 
qualified teachers in various core subject areas. The population of the staff is varied. The 
total number of PLC participants was 12 teachers, including three males and nine 
females. The PLC demographics are composed of seven New Jersey (NJ) certified 
teachers who teach in both general education and special education programs. The PLC 
included several additional staff members; two one-on-one in-class support staff, a basic 
skills support teacher and two administrators. The school child study team social worker 
and the school nurse were invited to meetings that warranted their expertise.  
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The seven content area teachers have over 100 cumulative years of teaching 
experience. The teachers range in experience from first year to 35 years. The student-
teacher ratio does not exceed 12:1 when the school is filled to capacity. Each certified 
teacher leads various general education, inclusive, 30- to 45-minute classes, instituting 
instructional and assistive technology services, as well as related services as required by a 
students’ Individualized Educational Program (IEP) and Individualized Program Plans 
(IPP).  
Sample Method 
A convenience sampling method was used. As described by Creswell (2012), 
convenience samples are derived from participants who are willing and available to 
partake in the study. This study selected teachers and students from the CRHS. Teachers 
were selected because they were known participants in the established PLC. CRHS 
students were selected because a large percentage of the student body of the school met 
the definition of at-risk as defined by this study. The researcher invited 45 students to 
participate in the study. Twenty-five students accepted the invitation. The number of 
teachers was determined by volunteerism based on a formal invitation for participation.  
All teacher participants were given identification codes and later pseudonyms were 
assigned. Student participants also were given identification codes.  
Description of Sample 
Prior to the start of the study, the CRHS teachers met sporadically to discuss 
building concern and student issues. These meetings were commonly referred to as team 
meetings. To build the capacity of a researched-based PLC, the researcher reached out to 
the school’s Principal to design a more effective approach to regularly organized PLC 
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meetings. The school principal designed the schedule to incorporate such meetings 
beginning in November 2014 (See Table 4. Data Collection Timeline). The school’s PLC 
consisted of 12 participants. CRHS has seven certified teachers serving ninth through 
12th graders, Physical Education, Art, and a Parenting program. All the participants were 
currently and actively involved in the developed PLC and were invited to participate in 
the study.  
  The researcher then approached the PLC participants in March 2015 to identify 
teachers who were interested in implementing Carol Dweck’s Mindset Works 
EducatorKit along with other research-based, data driven professional development 
materials. The professional development focused on building educators’ critical 
knowledge and skills to support students’ confidence, fulfillment, and achievement. Five 
out of the 12 teachers invited to participate in the study agreed to part take and implement 
the professional development offered throughout the PLC, as well as complete the 
necessary documentation distributed during the data collection phase. These teachers also 
agreed to the criteria of the data collection presented by the researcher. Four out of the 
five teachers participated in the one-on-one interviews. All teachers kept an electronic 
journal, responding to the Plus/Delta evaluation forms and completed the pre- and post-
study teacher self-efficacy surveys.   
As shown in Table 1, participants, originally named with coded numbers, were 
assigned pseudonyms as follows:  Participant 00121 is Sarah, Participant 00122 is Moses, 
Participant 00123 is Deb, Participant 00124 is Sally, and Participant 00125 is Richard. 
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Table 1. Teacher Participant Demographics 
 
 
The implementation of a PLC is a school-wide initiative where all members of the 
teaching staff are required to take part in the learning process for professional 
development as it relates to state mandates for receiving credited hours and the educator 
evaluation process. However, teachers were informed of their rights not to participate in 
the study. The PLC afforded all teachers the benefits of professional development offered 
within the school. As the Assistant Principal and researcher; the researcher was a 
participant observer. To reduce the risk of bias and conflict of interest, teachers who 
accepted the invitation for participation offered their perspective of the process through 
various data collection methods during non-work hours. The interviews were conducted 
by an honest broker, a doctoral student in Educational Leadership at Drexel University in 
Philadelphia, to alleviate the conflict and potential bias associated with the researcher’s 
Teacher Participant Demographics 
Participant Pseudonym Years of 
Teaching  
 Prior PLC    
Experience 
Interviewed 
00121 Sarah 6  No Yes 
00122 Moses 4  Yes Yes 
00123 Deb 37  No Yes 
00124 Sally 13  No Yes 
00125 Richard 26  No No 
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position in the school. Teachers were asked to provide feedback based on their 
experience of working in the school’s PLC.   
The student participants were drawn from the county high school program from 
where the research site was located and were enrolled in the study’s teacher participant 
classes. Students engaged in a variety of educational courses and were instructed by 
highly qualified teachers. CRHS facilitates a transitional program for disadvantaged at-
risk youths, comprised mostly of lower income families. In the 2014-2015 school year, 
78.7% of the students at the school received free or reduced lunch. Approximately 63% 
of the school’s population was Hispanic or Latino, 30% African American, and 7% 
Caucasian. There is a 10:1 female to male student ratio.   
  The student participants were accrued from heterogeneously grouped classes 
among the identified teacher participants. Of the 45 students invited to participate, 25 
returned signed consent and assent forms and joined the study. The student sample for 
this study concluded with 17 ninth through 12th grade students who completed both the 
pre- and post-study survey to determine their levels of academic self-efficacy.  
Site Selection and Description 
The study was conducted at the CRHS, which is located in southern New Jersey. 
The school serves students in grades nine through 12 between the ages of 13 and 21. The 
school’s facility is designed to offer educational, nutritional, and transportation services. 
The essential employees include general and special education teachers, a nurse, a cook, 
and a number of maintenance personnel. All students receive transportation service from 
the school’s in-house transportation department. However, the school has limited 
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essential personnel and resources. For example, there is no guidance counselor or 
substance abuse coordinator in the school.  
Although the building has been recently reconditioned, CRHS struggles to utilize 
technology resources effectively due to the limitations of the statewide technology 
infrastructure.  The infrastructure causes poor connection and slow internet connections 
along with excessive site blockage and is constrained by the state education budget. The 
reduced budget contributes to the diminished resources, particularly in the area of 
professional development. At CRHS, many of these barriers restrict the seamless 
integration of technology into the classroom and professional development for teachers 
making it difficult to link specific necessary professional development to particular 
teachers.    
The extensive geographical distance between the programs tends to have a 
negative impact on student learning. High levels of teacher absenteeism make it difficult 
to share resources and almost impossible to provide the opportunity for teachers to 
prepare technology-based lessons and take part in gainful off-site professional 
development. CRHS has limited professional development options, thus PLCs have 
become the proposed solution and a school initiative. 
CRHS students are provided with specialized academic instruction consisting of a 
variety of course options. These course options include life skills, parenting skills, and 
career guidance. The school offers potential concurrent enrollment in the community 
college for qualified students. Students participate in hands-on learning labs based on the 
Common Core Curriculum Standards and the graduation requirements of their local high 
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school. The school’s programs meet the needs of students who may benefit from 
temporary removal from public schools due to various at-risk conditions.  
The challenges CRHS students and faculty face are similar to challenges faced by 
schools serving low-income families in inner-city areas. The factors that affect students’ 
academic self-efficacy include poor health care, frequent changes in residence, lack of 
books and other educational resources at home, and parents with lower levels of 
education (Leroy & Symes, 2001, Barton, 2003, Evan, 2004). Many of these students 
struggle with poor academic achievement, low self-efficacy and lack of motivation 
(Gresham, Elliott, & Evans-Fernandez, 1993). Students at risk of school failure tend to 
have lower levels of academic self-efficacy. These marginalized students generally come 
from low-income homes. Poverty is a large factor in student failure. Students at risk of 
school failure exhibit learned helplessness pertaining to their schoolwork and perceive 
that they are unable achieve academic success (Bos & Vaughn, 1998).  
The researcher selected CRHS as the study’s site due to the diversity in the 
school’s population and the high levels of instructional method needed to serve the 
students, who have come to CRHS from surrounding school districts. This school was 
also selected because of the lack of available professional development for the teaching 
staff. The research site need to be a school environment with limited professional 
development opportunities and high levels of students at risk of school failure in order for 
the researcher to investigate the perception teachers had of the effectiveness of a PLC as 
an interventional tool to raise student academic self-efficacy. Conducting the study in a 
school with limited professional development opportunities and students who struggle 
with failing academics allows a PLC to be used as an alternative to the limitations of 
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costly off-site workshops. PLCs are site-based programs that provide professional 
development that is geared directly toward a school’s needs.  
Research Methods 
 Action research is non-linear and cyclical, according to Bogdan & Biklen (2007). 
The systematic processes can recur many times to enable one to answer the stated 
research question. It is a process of concurrently inquiring about problems and taking 
action to solve them (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). In order to answer the research questions, 
several methods of data collection were used. The study used a mixed method data 
collection process that contains several sources including interviews, surveys, 
questionnaires, and observations. This process played an important role in providing 
information to gain understanding of the perceived beliefs teachers have about the 
effectiveness of participating in a PLC. The multiple data collection methods were used 
to check the authenticity of the results and provide triangulation to increase the credibility 
of the research findings. The research instruments are designed to gather information 
generating both qualitative and quantitative data. This section discusses the data 
collection methods, data analysis procedures, and provides the timeline for the collection 
process.  
Data Collection Procedures 
IRB approval was obtained before conducting the research. Prior to beginning the 
data collection process, the researcher held a meeting for all anticipated participants. In 
the initial meetings held with prospective research participants, the researcher requested 
participation and provided an explanation to teachers of their rights to freely join the 
study. During the meeting teachers, were informed of their right to withdraw from the 
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study at any given time. Teachers were given 2 weeks to complete the signed consent and 
return it to the researcher. Within the 2 weeks’ time period, a follow-up email was sent.  
A meeting with potential student participants was held to discuss the study and 
request consent for participation. A letter was sent home explaining the study to parents 
or guardians, along with consent forms and an assent form for students under the age of 
18 years. Students were given 2 weeks to return all signed forms. A follow-up mailing 
request for participation was sent to prospective student participants.     
Data were collected in three stages over a 5-month period from April 2015 to 
August 2015. Figure 2 provides the stages of data collection. Throughout the study, data 
collection was continuous and participatory. This was done to allow teachers and the 
researcher to make adjustments as needed to the real-time communication process during 
meetings. The researcher and the teachers were able to use surveys collected from the 
students to guide professional development and address student needs. The Plus/Delta 
forms provided meeting feedback that guided future meetings. The journal entries served 
as an ongoing identifying tool by the researcher to obtain research-based best practices to 
be used during PLC meetings. The data analyzed during the study led to changes in the 
meeting agenda. These changes helped the researcher identify professional development 
topics for discussions and improved the process of analyzing student data. The study is 
designed to be participatory, thus the researcher and teachers used the research findings 
from the pre-survey, the Plus/Delta forms, and classroom observations to assist in 
curriculum and professional development. The goal was to improve instruction and raise 
students’ academic self-efficacy. Data in Stage 4 were collected at the conclusion of the 
research. Data analysis was ongoing by the researcher. The findings were articulated to 
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the PLC members for use in future PLC meetings and to ensure the researcher was 
accurately identifying the themes and presenting the experience as the PLC members 
intended.   
 
Figure 2. Stages of Data Collection 
 
Professional Learning Communities Intervention Implementation  
Over the study’s 5-month duration, teachers met regularly to complete the 
“Mindset & Motivation” online professional development course for educators. They also 
implemented additional tools and resources to support the adoption of a growth mindset 
over time in their classrooms.  
To begin, the teachers used research to set an objective to develop group norms 
for their PLC meetings. Group norms are commitments that group members make to 
improve their working relationships. These norms are employed to clarify expectations, 




post survey journal collection post-questionnaire
Stage 2
PLC meeting observations and Plus/Delta forms classroom observations and journaling
Stage 1
PLC meeting observations and Plus/Delta forms pre survey and questionnaires
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(Dufour, Dufour, Eaker, & Many, 2010; Goldman, 2002). The CRHS professional 
learning community meeting norms included (a) attendance, (b) adherence to the agenda, 
(c) efforts to make meetings worthwhile, (d) a limit on side conversations (e) a limit on 
counter-productive language, (f) a stress on brief and direct comments, (g) inclusiveness 
in the decision making process, and (h) opportunities for all members to contribute. 
These norms became the practice for the weekly collaboration process. Teachers were 
adherent to these norms. Because of the willingness to have open conversations and 
interaction, the observer noted that teachers were sharing ideas, successes and failures. 
From the vantage point of a participant and observer, the researcher reports that teachers 
were functioning as a PLC. 
About 2 weeks into the study, the group began the implementation process of the 
Mindset Works EducatorKit. Weekly meetings consisted of teachers completing the 
online professional development multimedia course to learn about growth mindset and 
how to put it into practice. This was comprised of 10 sessions that included an 
introductory video and four video lessons ranging from 13 to 18 minutes in duration. 
There were also discussion activities and projects to assist in putting the theory into 
practice. The teachers learned about relevant findings from psychology and 
neurosciences and explored applications of mindset theory to classroom practice. The 
course targeted specific growth-mindset instructional strategies. During these sessions, 
side conversations were minimal. The researcher did not note any prolonged off-task 
behaviors during the meetings. Following each session, teachers reflected on practices 
and applied what they learned in activities. Teachers shared classroom practices in the 
PLC forum. The teachers connected with the material and expressed the benefits of each 
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strategy implemented.  The teachers followed the Five-Week Implementation Timeline as 




Figure 3. Mindset Works EducatorKit Suggested 5-Week Implementation Timeline 
 
 
To begin implementing what they learned from the PLC process, teachers focused 
on several strategies to incorporate into their lessons. Teachers selected a different focus 
strategy weekly. Individual lesson plans focused on a growth mindset, essential 
questioning, goal setting, student centered instruction, and plans that incorporated the 
4C’s: Clear, Consistent, Corrective feedback and Connections.  Other various strategies 
listed in Table 7 also were put into practice. The teachers read and analyzed research on 
each strategy before using the practice during instruction. The teachers collected samples 
of students’ work and analyzed student progress regularly during PLC meetings. 
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Data Collection Methods 
Qualitative Methods 
The qualitative portion of the study consisted of participant observations, 
audiotaped individual teacher interviews, and journaling to identify overlapping themes 
in the teacher’s PLC experience.  
Professional learning community observations. Data collection occurred during 
PLC meetings among teachers as they worked around the group’s chosen professional 
development strategies from Carol Dweck’s Mindset framework. Participant observations 
during PLC meetings took place to assess the implementation of a PLC while identifying the 
working relationships among teachers. These observations took place during each PLC 
meeting over a 5-month period and were documented through field notes. Field notes were 
written after each meeting to keep a record of the topics addressed in the meetings. Meetings 
took place after school hours, once per week. Field notes were analyzed using a thematic 
analysis approach. This method is used for categorizing qualitative data for identifying, 
analyzing and reporting patterns in data (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  
Teachers were asked to complete a Plus/Delta Form (Appendix C) twice a month for 
the 5-month duration of the study. The Plus/Delta forms were used to evaluate the progress of 
meetings. The PLUS column is for practices the teachers should continue, and the DELTA 
column is for practices they need to change or improve (Helminski & Koberna, 1995). This 
evaluation tool provided a method for continuous improvement and was used as a source for 
identifying themes about the teachers’ participation beliefs within the PLC. The Plus/Delta 
forms allowed the researcher and the teacher to assess whether the PLC was effectively 
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addressing the school’s professional development needs. The above data were organized into 
categories through a coding process that identified significant statements. According to 
Creswell (2012), “the object of the coding process is to make sense out of text data, divide it 
into text or image segments, label the segments with codes, examine codes for overlaps and 
redundancy, and collapse these codes into broad themes” (p.243). The themes were shared 
periodically with teachers during PLC meetings to help drive deep conversation during 
working sessions. Periodically sharing these findings benefited the teachers by giving them 
an important opportunity to reflect on their practices.   
Electronic journals. Teachers were asked to keep a reflective electronic journal 
throughout the implementation of the research. Teachers were sent journal prompts once a 
month for 3 months to guide reflective writing and ensure uniformity of entries from 
participants. Teachers were asked to make entries that were reflective of the implementation 
of new strategies in their classrooms. Journals were collected at the end of the study for 
thematic coding analysis.  
Interviews. Stringer (2014) states, “the primary data in action research is derived 
from interviews with primary and key stakeholders” (p.104). It is important to conduct 
these interviews because it provides teachers with the opportunity to describe the 
situation from their own perspectives and “also symbolically [recognize] the legitimacy 
of their experiences” (105).  Five participants indicated a willingness to be interviewed 
and were scheduled. However, four individual in-depth, open-ended narratives were 
completed. Four teachers took part in a semi-structured interview, answering a set of 
predetermined, open-ended questions with an honest broker (the Drexel University 
doctoral candidate). The one-on-one interview protocol employed probing questions that 
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addressed all of the study’s research questions to elicit meaningful insights from teachers. 
The interviews were designed to gain a vivid account of the experience of working in a 
PLC from the teacher’s point of view. This allowed the researcher to identify the impact 
the PLC had on the teachers’ ability to foster student academic self-efficacy, assess the 
changes in the school’s collective efficacy and identify instructional practices perceived 
to be associated with higher academic self- efficacy among students. The protocol can be 
found in Appendix A.  
One-on-one interviews allow researchers to ask sensitive questions or generate 
comments that go beyond the initial questions (Creswell, 2012). Each teacher’s interview 
place, date, and time were prescheduled to ensure a high response rate. Typically when 
this is done, sample participants feel obligated to complete the interview (Creswell, 
2012). Negotiating alterative times and places for interviews allowed participants to be 
comfortable and, therefore, more likely to express themselves honestly (Stringer, 2014). 
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Table 2. Matrix of Research and Interview Questions 
How does participation in a 
Professional Learning Community 
impact a teacher’s ability to foster 
academic self-efficacy among at-
risk students?  
How is the collective self-efficacy of 
teachers impacted by participation in 
a professional learning community? 
 
What instructional practices derived 
from the participation in professional 
learning communities do teachers 
perceived to be associated with 
higher levels of student academic 
self-efficacy? 
Describe in detail the process and 
the experience for you based on 
your participation in the PLC.  
a. How often did you meet? 
b. How where meetings ran? 
c. What where some frustration if 
any you encountered?  
d. What were the dynamics 
between the group members? 
How do you define academic self-
efficacy? 
 
What if any, changes have you seen 
in the academic self-efficacy of your 
students since you began participating 
in the PLC?  
 
Part of the PLC process requires 
participants to share a common 
purpose, in your PLC what did you 
perceived your groups common 
purpose was? 
 
Was there a level of comfort and 
support in the PLC process that 
increased your ability to teach your 
subject area? 
a. Can you give an example of how 
the support in the PLC increased 
your ability to teach in your 
subject area? 
Think of one student in your class 
that you think exhibits a stronger 
sense of academic self-efficacy. Can 
you give some examples of signs that 
demonstrate they have greater self-
efficacy? 
How does your participation in a 
PLC affect your perceptions of 
your ability to motivate students? 
 
How do you define academic self-
efficacy? 
 
How has participating in the PLC 
affected your feelings about your 
teaching abilities? 
b. Has participation in the PLC 
helped with an increased feeling 
of confidence in your 
instructional practice? If so, can 
you provide some examples?   
What role do you think you played in 
helping that student to feel more 
efficacious about her studies? 
 
In your opinion, how has 
participation in this PLC influenced 
your professional development? 
 
From your experience of working in 
the PLC, can you describe the 
benefits of working in a PLC?  
a. Where there any negatives 
experiences that you encountered 
during your PLC time? 
 
Did you learn any specific skills from 
your participation in the PLC that you 
were able to use in your classroom to 
inform your instructional practice?  
a. Can you explain some of the 
specific skills learned within the 
PLC that you were able to 
implement in your instructional 
practice? 
What are your overall feelings 
about your participation in the 
PLC?  
b. Has it affected your 
relationship with your 
colleagues or administration? 
c. Do you feel you will continue 
to work with your team on 
other projects?  
 Did the PLC offer you any support or 
strategies to try with students when 
things were not working out as well 
as hoped while teaching a lesson? 
c. Can you give an example or 
explain the support or strategies 
that were given to you and by 
whom?  
What are some of the advantages 
and disadvantages of using a PLC 
as an intervention tool to raise 
student academic self-efficacy?  
 What contributions do you feel you 
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Quantitative Methods 
The quantitative portion of the data collection consisted of the CRHS students 
completing a pre- and post-study academic self-efficacy survey. The surveys gathered 
data on student comfort levels (attitudes and perceptions) about academic courses. The 
written surveys were adapted from the Bandura (1989) Multidimensional Scale of 
Perceived Self-Efficacy by the researcher specifically for the present study. In this study, 
the researcher used two scales from the original survey. These scales include were the 
Self-efficacy for Self-Regulated Leaning scale and Self- Efficacy for Academic 
Achievement scale. The survey was administered to students by the researcher. An 
example of the student survey can be found in Appendix B. In order to reach the students 
en masse, students completed a survey in a large group fashion. Students were given the 
survey with their corresponding identification number. Identification numbers were 
created using a unique approach designed by the researcher and stored under computer 
password. The predetermined survey identification number was available at the top of 
both the pre- and post-study surveys. The researcher was present during the 
administration of each student survey and was responsible for ensuring the corresponding 
survey was given to the correct student participant. To ensure anonymity and 
confidentiality of the data obtained from the student surveys, students were asked not to 
write their names or make any identifying marks. Students were reminded about the 
nature of the study and assured of confidentiality and anonymity by the researcher prior 
to the dissemination of the scales.   
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The researcher presented the survey as a learning tool for students and teachers to 
use to identify areas that students perceive to have the most difficulty. The survey 
directions were read aloud. To ensure that all participants were listening to the directions 
and performing the task correctly, the researcher read each question aloud twice and 
paused while each student responded by marking their own answers. Results of the 
analysis were shared at a future PLC meeting and used for instructional approach.   
Questionnaire. The teacher questionnaire (Appendix A) addresses research question 
two.  
The researcher asked the teachers to complete a survey to establish a baseline 
belief in their own self-efficacy levels. In order to assess the teachers’ perceived ability to 
succeed with a task, each teacher completed a survey to help gain a better understanding 
of the challenges that create difficulty in school activities. The researcher correlated this 
quantitative with data gathered during interviews. This helped the researcher to clarify 
diverged themes as they emerged through the interviews and journal responses. It was 
designed to take no more than 20 minutes to complete. The questionnaire was distributed 
via email at the beginning and conclusion of the study to each teacher who consented. 
Teachers were asked to print the questionnaire upon completion. Teachers were directed 
to return the completed form to the researcher’s mailbox. After a week, a follow-up 
reminder email was sent to participants who had not yet completed the questionnaires.   
 The survey required teachers to record their agreement with statements related to 
job duties on topics of shared and supportive leadership. The survey was divided into five 
subsections using a nine-point Likert scale. Teachers answered thirty questions under the 
following sub headings: Efficacy to Influence Decision Making, Efficacy to Influence 
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School Resources, Instructional Efficacy, Disciplinary Self-Efficacy, Efficacy to Enlist 
Parental Involvement, Efficacy to Enlist Community Involvement, and Efficacy to Create 
Positive School Climate. They completed these questions prior to completing the Mindset 
Works EducatorKit and then again 5 months later at the conclusion of the self-efficacy 
focused professional development activities of the PLC. The Likert format ranged from a 
low of ‘Nothing’ (coded as 1) to ‘A Great Deal’ (coded as 9). The instrument contained 
specific questions intended to produce specific data about an educators’ belief in their 
responsibility in the school community. Higher scores indicate a higher level of teacher 
efficacy. The survey responses were analyzed at a later date by the researcher to 
determine the teachers’ perception of their capabilities as a collective group through the 
averages.  
Classroom observations. Participatory classroom observations were conducted. 
Observations in action research served as a tool to build a picture of everyday routine 
practices of the organization. It became, “the basis for formulating descriptions from which 
stakeholder groups produce their accounts” (Stringer, 2014, p. 113). Classroom observations 
were conducted to establish a knowledge base on strategies used during class time, which 
included delivering lessons and assessing student needs and behaviors. The researcher 
observed the way teachers employed instructional methods acquired through the PLC 
meetings. The researcher conducted 15 random in-class observations over a 5-month 
duration. This allowed the researcher to observe three lesson instructed by each teacher. 
Classrooms eligible for observation were those that contained two or more students who 
completed the pre-study survey.  
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The researcher began classroom observations using the Reform Teachers Observation 
Protocol (RTOP). Observations were completed over a 3-month period. The RTOP was 
aligned with the strategies discussed and identified as beneficial to raising student self-
efficacy based on the professional development work done and specific growth-mindset 
instructional strategies identified in the PLC. After completing the course work, the teachers 
planned lessons and implemented them in their classrooms. Lesson implementation occurred 
from May 2015 to August 2015. During this timeframe, each classroom was visited three 
times randomly. During the observations, the researcher observed for 10 minutes and 
interacted with students as part of the lesson for 10 minutes. Field notes from the lesson 
included detailed descriptions of the teacher and students’ actions as well as key phrases that 
pertained to suggested strategies from the PLC work. The field notes also contained 
reflections on the classroom practices and the development of the project (Bogdan & Biklen, 
2007).   
The observations were noted using a checklist rubric — the RTOP — to record the 
strategies utilized during classroom instruction. The researcher employed a strategy of 
recording data during the sessions. This included 10 minutes of interaction with the students 
while they completed the classroom activities provided by the teacher and 20 minutes for the 
researcher to record data using the checklist rubric and shorthand notes. By recording these 
observations as field notes in a timely manner, the researcher was able to acquire a record of 
critical elements of context from participants (Stringer, 2014). All observations that were 
made were not used to formally evaluate the teaching staff, but to inform the research and use 
during data analysis. The RTOP provided the researcher with a clear representation of 
observable behaviors during instruction. The researcher later cross-referenced the RTOP data 
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to identify reported teaching strategies used to raise student academic self-efficacy covered in 
PLC meetings and discussed in journal entries and interview transcripts.   
Instrumentation Description 
Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Self-Efficacy 
The Multidimensional scale of Perceived Self Efficacy (MSPSE) (Bandura, 1989) 
is a 57-item self-reporting scale that assesses nine areas of self-efficacy. The MSPSE was 
adapted for this study to report measures of two of the nine subscales consisting of 19 
individual items. These items were developed to measure learning strategies reported by 
high school students (Zimmerman, Bandura, Matinez-Pon, 1992). This allowed the 
researcher to obtain specific measures of academic self-efficacy of students around the 
areas that are related to the CRHS students. Approval was obtained from the original 
author, Albert Bandura (See Appendix E). Each subscale comprises items rated on a 6-
point Likert-type scale (1 = not well at all, 6 = very well) based on the participant’s level 
of capability. Larger student scores indicate higher levels of self-efficacy beliefs.   
 To address the research questions in this study, the MSPSE was adapted to 
include two sub-scales. A six-point rating scale was used to for each question. The rating 
scale questions ranges began with ‘Not at well at all’ (1); ‘Somewhat Not Well’ (2); 
‘Slightly Well’ (3); ‘Moderately Well’ (4); ‘Pretty Well’ (5); and ‘Very Well’ (6). 
Students were asked to complete subscales related to perceived academic efficacy that 
included 19 items addressing different domains of academic activities. Seven of the items 
measure students’ beliefs in their ability to master different specific areas of coursework, 
such as mathematics, science, etc. Ten of the 19 items measure perceived efficacy for 
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regulating their own motivation and learning, while the other two items measure efficacy 
beliefs to parental and teacher expectations (see Appendix B).   
 The first section of the scale, the Self-Regulated Learning, asked students to 
assess their perceived capabilities to use a variety of self-regulated learning strategies. 
These strategies included the student’s ability to plan and organize their academic 
activities and transform instructional information using their cognitive abilities to 
understand and remember schoolwork being taught. Other areas assessed under this 
category included students’ perceived ability to resist distractions, motivate themselves to 
complete school work, structure a conducive studying environment, and participate in 
class. The next nine questions were geared to assess the perceived self-efficacy for 
academic achievement. The items assessed students’ confidence in their ability to 
complete specific coursework ranging from mathematics to foreign language proficiency 
(Zimmermn, Bandura, Martinez-Pons, 1992). 
Reformed Teacher Observation Protocol 
RTOP is a holistic measure used to evaluate the presence or absence of specific 
teaching strategies. ROTP provides direct measurement of change in teaching practice by 
providing standardized means for identifying the level to which classroom instruction 
uses student-centered, engaged learning strategies (Maclssac & Falconer, 2002). The 
observation tool is divided into five subscales; Lesson Design and Implementation, 
Propositional Knowledge, Procedural Knowledge, Student-Teacher Classroom 
Interaction, and Student-Student Classroom Interaction. Teachers can receive a maximum 
possible score of 100. Each subscale has five items that must receive a rating between 
zero and four. Estimates of reliability were obtained by doing a best-fit linear regression 
EFFECTIVENESS OF A PROFESSIONAL LEARNING COMMUNITY 90 
of one set of observations on the other. A very high estimate of reliability was reported at 
squared 0.954, based on physics and math observations (Sawada, Piburn, Judson, Turley, 
Falconer, Benford, & Bloom, 2002).   
Bandura’s Instrument Teacher Self-Efficacy Scale 
The questionnaire is designed to help gain a better understanding of the kinds of 
things that create difficulties for teachers in their school activities. The 30-item 
instrument provides a multi-faceted picture of a teacher’s efficacy beliefs without 
becoming too narrow or specific. The survey is divided into seven subdivisions using a 
Likert scale from 1-9 (1= nothing and 9 = a great deal) to obtain the collective efficacy of 
teachers based on various tasks teachers are asked to perform. The five identified teacher 
participants completed a pre- and post-study questionnaire. The questionnaire was 
analyzed to identify the group mean of the subdivisions of the questionnaire. To place 
descriptive statistics, subdivision scores for each participant were computed before 
computing the group’s overall mean score for that subdivision. The mean range of the 
subdivisions was determined using the identified descriptive words outlined on the 
original questionnaire. For example, the Efficacy to Influence Decision Making 
subdivision mean score for the group was 6. Thus, the researcher determined the group 
believed somewhat in their teacher efficacy ability to influence on decisions in the 
school. The subdivisions ranging from 6 to 9 indicated that the teachers had a positive 
perception of their ability to influence desired behaviors within the school. All items are 
scored such that a higher score indicates a greater efficacy.  
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Data Analysis Procedures 
 
All qualitative data was first read to gain an essence of the experience as 
described by the teachers. The researcher began data analysis by following a systematic 
procedure that required narrowing the transcript to significant statements (narrow units) 
in order to obtain broader themes (meaning units). The significant statements were 
organized and reread for patterns of key issues, reoccurring events, or activities. The 
researcher then used a coding process to conduct a more detailed analysis. The researcher 
aggregated the text into small categories of information to identify codes from different 
data sources used in the study and then assigned a label to the code (Creswell, 2007). 
This consisted of the researcher taking the raw interview transcripts and creating 
categories based on emerging patterns in the data. These categories were given descriptor 
phrases or codes (Creswell, 2012). These codes were not pre-assigned. They were 
identified as they emerged from the data collected. The researcher employed this type of 
data analysis to the selected significant statements, reducing them to 10 broad units. 
Following the identification of the categories, the procedure for analysis involved the 
researcher defining themes that emerged as a result of the grouping and regrouping. 
Supporting quotes from the various categories identified aided this process. The 
researcher proceeded to reduce the largely broad themes into three major themes: 
strengthening of efficacy, collaboration and professional growth.   
As suggested by Margues and McCall (2005), states to establish inter-rater 
reliability and to address the consistency of the implementation of the coding system, the 
researcher collaborated with another doctoral student regarding the coding 
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determinations. This was done to establish agreement between the researcher and the 
reviewer about the determined codes and themes. Employing this strategy validates 
reliability and confidence that the themes formed from the codes are trustworthy. The 
qualitative data analysis is an essential portion of the study because the information 
explains the findings. Incorrect analysis could discredit the findings based on the vast size 




Figure 4. Nine Step Summary of the Data Analysis Procedure 
 
 
The first research question of this study is: How does participation in a Professional 
Learning Community impact a teacher’s ability to foster academic self-efficacy among at-
risk students? 
1. Researcher read all 
qualitative data colleted t 
gain an essence of teh 
experience. 
2. The researcher 
narrowed the transcript to 
significat statements to 
obtain boader meaning 
units.
3. The researcher 
highlighted common 
words and phrases in the 
data. This is known as 
coding. 
6. The data was reread for 
patterns of key issues, 
reoccuring events and 
activities. 
5. The researcher collaborated 
with a doctorial candidate to 
review the coded material for 
accuracy. This is completed to 
determine agreement between 
the codes which is known as 
inter-rater agreement of data. 
4. The researcher used the 
coded words and phases to 
create categories (themes). 
The themes are the 
collective thoughts of the 
participants. 
7. The researcher created  
theories and 
generaliizations as it 
pertained to the 
phenomenon and research 
topic. 
8. The researcher 
reviewed the quantitative 
data analysis  conducted 
using the IBM SPSS 
program. 
9. The researcher drew 
conclusions based on both 
the qualative and 
supporting quantitative 
data. 
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To respond to the first research question, an analysis of the one-on-one, semi-
structured interviews was conducted. In-depth, semi-structured interviews were 
conducted. Each in-person interview lasted between 25 and 35 minutes. The researcher 
contacted the teachers via email and scheduled a convenient time and location to meet. 
One teacher, Richard, was unable to meet after arrangements were made due to 
unforeseen circumstances. As a result, interview data were not obtain or used for this 
teacher. However, this did not affect the heterogeneous makeup of the interviewed group 
of teachers who provided a balanced description of the phenomenon.    
A digital voice recording was used to obtain the interview content conducted by 
the honest broker, a Drexel doctoral candidate, and transcribed by Rev.com into text for 
further analysis. The transcribed text was used as raw data for the research analysis. The 
interviews were all conducted utilizing the semi-structured, open-ended question 
protocol. All participants were asked approximately 20 pre-constructed questions. The 
interview began with several warm -up questions that were designed to gain descriptive 
statistics about each participant. The questions then moved on to address the structure of 
the PLC, the inner-workings of the PLC, and the effectiveness of the PLC. As the 
interview concluded, several questions were asked that assessed the teacher’s perception 
of the advantages and disadvantages of working in a PLC. The questions allowed 
teachers to reflect directly on the experience of working in a PLC and provided insight to 
the study’s research questions. 
A review of the transcript from the interviews, electronic journals, and Plus/Delta 
forms was conducted with intent to gain an overall perspective of the data. Several 
reviews of the transcribed transcripts were completed to identify a list of categories and 
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themes. Initially, 32 codes emerged from the researchers’ analysis of the interview 
transcripts.  Below is a list of codes in Table 3.  
 
Table 3. Transcript Codes 
Transcript Codes 
Collaboration  Administration 
support 
 
Data driven Accountability 
Level of comfort Positive interaction 
 
 
trust Development of 
strategies 








Higher expectations Ongoing learning 
 
 
Sharing of ideas Growth mindset 





Research based Implementation of 
strategies 
Openness to share 
ideas 
High level of 
discussion 
 
Taken ownership Student interest 
Active participant Peer support 
 
 





The researcher continued with the process of open coding. From the 32 codes, the 
researcher identified possible relationships between the codes. Ten themes emerged and 
were then analyzed to gain further understanding of the lived experience. The provisional 
themes that emerged from the data were: 
1. Ownership 
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2. Increased collaboration 
3. Higher expectation 
4. Build relationship amongst teachers 
5. Supportive climate 
6. Improvement in instructional practice 
7.  Building of confidence 
8. Shared purpose 
9. Being responsible for learning 
10. Student centered. 
 The researcher continued with the open coding process. The provisional themes 
were then revisited to create denser, broader themes. The researcher looked for specific 
dimensions within each provisional theme. The themes were grouped. Three major 
themes were identified using the axial coding process as shown in Figure 5. 
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Figure 5. Major Themes and Subcategories 
 
 
 The data collected through journals and the Plus/Delta forms produced additional 
theme-related information on the use of PLCs to support teachers in building students’ 
self-efficacy in the classroom. Themes are discussed in more detail in chapter 4. The 
interviews were analyzed using a thematic analysis approach. This method is used for 
categorizing qualitative data for identifying, analyzing and reporting patterns within data 
(Braun & Clarke, 2006). Pre- and post-study surveys were completed by student 
participants. Twenty-five student pre-study survey responses were manually entered into 
Survey Monkey by the researcher. The average response for each subscale question was 
computed. Students completed the post-study survey at the conclusion of the study. Of 
the initial 25 students, 17 students completed the post-study survey responses. The 
remaining students dropped out or were discharged or transferred from the CRHS 









•Building relationship amongst teachers
•Shared purpose
Collboration
•Improvement in instructional practice
Professional Growth
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However, the researcher did consider this limitation when drawing conclusions based on 
the study’s results, as noted in chapter 5. 
The second research question of this study is: How is the collective self-efficacy 
of teachers impacted by participation in a professional learning community? The second 
question was addressed through the teacher questionnaire and responses from the 
recorded one-on-one, semi-structured interviews. Teacher questionnaires were analyzed 
using the IBM SPSS software to obtain the measures of central tendencies for each sub-
division. The sub-division scores for each participant were computed before comprising 
the groups’ overall mean score for each sub-division. A mean score was calculated for 
each of the seven sub categories. These data were then used to determine the perception 
that CRHS teachers had of their own collective efficacy. This perception was based on 
the nine-point Likert scale. The researcher began by finding the mean score for each 
teacher’s response to the various questions within each sub-category. Using these 
individual mean scores, the researcher recalculated the collective mean for the sub-
categories, producing an overall collective mean score. The range of mean scores for 
each sub-division was determined using the identified descriptive words associated with 
the Likert scale (Appendix D) on the original questionnaire.  
 Research question three was: What instructional practices derived from the 
participation in a professional learning community do teachers perceive to be associated 
with higher levels of student academic self-efficacy? Analysis for this question was 
primarily conducted based on the Reform Teachers Observation Protocol (RTOP). The 
researcher coded the RTOP using six identified instructional strategies researched, 
presented, and discussed within the PLC. The identified strategies were cross-referenced 
EFFECTIVENESS OF A PROFESSIONAL LEARNING COMMUNITY 98 
through the one-on-one interviews and the Plus/Delta forms. The observation reports 
were then analyzed using IBM SPSS by computing the frequency of the identified 
strategies implemented in a teacher’s classroom.  
Stages of Data Collection 
Table 4 below outlines the data collection process and provides the timeframe of 
the completed research components.  
 
Table 4. Data Collection Timeline 
Data Collection Timeline                         
Activity                                          Time Participant    Task Description 
Obtain IRB Approval/ 
site approval 
Nov. 2014 - 
March 2015 
Researcher Obtain all documentation/ submit 
forms 
Teachers 
Teachers’ Meeting End of 
March 2015 
All Teachers A detailed description of the study 
provided, Volunteers will be 
recruited. 
Consent Late March. 
2015 
Teacher volunteers Consent forms distributed and 
signed. 




Meeting held once a week. One 
afternoon session (2-3). Meetings 
will be observed and memos written.   
Observations May-August 
2015 
Teacher /Students Classroom observation will be 
conducted once per month for each 
teacher.   













Using a scripted protocol: 
researcher/teacher conversations, 






Teachers Provide journal prompts- collect 
weekly review for PLC direction. 
Students 




A detailed description of the study 
will be provided, Volunteers will be 
recruited. 
Consent/Assent Late March 
2015 
Students/Parents Consent/assent forms distributed 
and signed. All unsigned 
participants’ consent or assent 
forms- mailed a follow-up reminder 
after 1 week.  
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Pre-study student academic self-
efficacy survey completed. Make-up 
scheduled 
Complete data analysis 
    







Post-study student academic self-
efficacy survey. Make-up meeting 
scheduled.  
Complete data analysis 





Students/Teachers Recognition of completion and gift 
cards distributed 
    
Review/ analyze of PLC 
meetings,  
Plus/Delta forms/ 
classroom observations  
Late  August 
2015 - late 
September 
Researcher Send interview recording for 
transcription. Review transcripts. 
Develop coding categories from 
qualitative data using  






Researcher Complete IMB SPSS analysis 





Draft and submit revisions to 
committee members.  
Prepare for defense Feb - Mar. 
2016 
Researcher  










 Ethical Considerations 
 Ethical concerns may arise due to the ongoing collaboration that is needed during 
action research (Creswell, 2012). “What makes the subject of ethics particularly 
challenging for teacher researchers is the intimate and open-ended nature of action 
research” (Mills, 2011 as cited in Creswell, 2012). Since a large portion of this study is 
based on qualitative data, it will be essential for well-defined protocols to be established, 
along with standardized procedures to reduce divergent perspectives. Stringer (2014) 
suggested that throughout the interview process, a researcher might be faced with 
opposed, limited, biased, or apparently incorrect viewpoints. It is important to avoid 
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debates and discussions because it distracts from the experiences and perspectives of the 
participants.  
When conducting research in any setting, the mere presence of a researcher can 
cause disruption to the organization. The researcher had a dual role as Assistant Principal 
and researcher. Throughout this study, the researcher kept in mind the roles of both 
administrator and researcher, ensuring data collection was not coercive. Still, it is 
possible some teachers may have felt an obligation to participate. To reduce that sense of 
coercion, the researcher identified the benefits of the research and clearly presented how 
participation in the research would affect both teachers and students. The triangulation of 
the data supports the reliability and validity of the study. 
 The researcher indicated that participation was optional. Participants were 
informed of their right to decline. Teachers who declined were afforded access to the 
information obtained from the study through their general participation in the PLC. These 
non-participant teachers were awarded the same potential benefits that the study 
participant teachers received through participation. They were able to access literature 
and documentation when available. To demonstrate that participation was optional, non-
participant teachers were included in the study’s components that were reflective of the 
school’s professional development initiative outside of the study. Teachers who chose not 
to participate were not asked to complete the data collection materials. No material was 
included in the data analysis or recorded in the study from non-consenting PLC 
participants. Observations were not made in non-participating teachers’ classrooms. 
Confidentiality was maintained by assigning a pseudonym to each teacher and to the 
school.  
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Informed consent was obtained from each teacher. The consent forms provided 
participants a deep explanation of the project and promoted the importance of the study 
(Creswell, 2012). Both consent and assent forms for student participants were obtained 
where applicable. Parental approval was requested from all participants under the age of 
18. Request letters were sent to anticipated student participants and their parents through 
the US Postal Service. This letter explained the purpose and benefits of the research and 
how the gathered information would be used and requested their permission for their 
child’s voluntary participation. A signed assent form by a parent or guardian each 
underage participant was obtained. The returned forms were stored and filed in the 
researcher’s locked office file cabinet. All raw data were collected at the conclusion of 
the research by the researcher and analyzed throughout the course of the study.    
Obtaining IRB approval, site permission, and participant permission is good 
ethical practice (Creswell, 2012). Thus, the researcher of this study ensured all proper 
procedures were followed. Documentation was obtained, along with permission from the 
Drexel IRB and the site IRB. An IRB review approval was obtained. Given that the study 
involved human subjects, it was determined that there were minimal risks and that the 
research would take place in an accepted educational setting involving normal 
educational practices (Galvez, Rose, Hagemann, & Aburto, n.d.). The researcher 
considered the human rights of all the participants. 
Because the setting and research design required a large number of the research 
participants to be minors, protecting their anonymity and ensuring confidentiality was 
essential component (Belmont Report, 1979). Students were instructed not to put their 
names on surveys. Each student was assigned a participant number prior to completing 
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the survey by the researcher. Students were given the survey with their corresponding 
identification number. Student participants were instructed not to share ID numbers with 
anyone unless they deemed it necessary.  
Surveys were collected by the researcher, placed in a sealed envelope, and stored 
in a locked cabinet in the researcher’s office. All collected data were input in the 
researcher’s personal computer by the researcher and saved on a USB drive under 
password protection. Participants were informed that they did not have to discuss or 
disclose their participation in the study. The collective results of the study will be shared 
with the Principal, teachers, and students.  Results are shared with student participant’s 
parents upon the parent’s written request. Data and notes are available to the supervising 
committee and IRB.   
  
EFFECTIVENESS OF A PROFESSIONAL LEARNING COMMUNITY 103 
 
 
CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS, RESULTS, AND INTERPRETATIONS 
Findings 
Introduction 
The primary goal of this action research participatory design study was to gain an 
understanding of teachers’ feelings of using a PLC as a professional development tool to 
raise student academic self-efficacy. A variety of data were collected and analyzed to 
answer the study’s research questions. Specifically, data were collected to identify 
teacher perceptions of their ability to raise student academic self-efficacy as a result of 
working in a PLC. Additionally, data were collected to investigate if teachers who 
participated in a PLC perceived changes in their own feelings of self-efficacy and 
collective efficacy.  Lastly, the study was designed to identify instructional practices 
derived from the participation in a PLC that teachers perceived were useful in classroom 
instruction to increase levels of academic self-efficacy among students at risk of school 
failure. 
The study used both quantitative and qualitative data collection methods. Chapter 
4 presents quantitative data collected using the Bandura’s Instrument Teacher Self-
Efficacy Scale, The Children’s Multidimensional Self-Efficacy Scales and field 
observations from the Reformed Teaching Observation Protocol (RTOP). Additionally, 
to investigate the proposed research questions, a phenomenological, qualitative data 
analysis also was performed. The data in this analysis included the information collected 
from the semi-structured interview questions and teachers’ reflective journals as well as 
the Plus/Delta forms. In this chapter, the findings of the study are discussed based on 
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themes that emerged. Patterns and themes are discussed based on commonalities and 
discrepancies that were revealed in analysis. The chapter makes substantial use of direct 
quotes from the study participants. Their words are significant because they offer insight 
into their experiences as they worked in the PLC and adapted strategies to build student 
self-efficacy for teaching and learning purposes.   
Throughout the chapter, the researcher provides specific examples of data to 
support the overall findings. These data were selected to correlate with the research 
questions. The data included excerpts from electronic journals, Plus/Delta forms, and the 
individual interviews. Exemplifying data from the RTOP observations and the teacher 
self-efficacy questionnaires and student self-efficacy surveys are also presented in this 
chapter.   
Professional Learning Community Impact on Fostering Academic Self-Efficacy 
The data revealed that teachers who were interested in joining the study carried 
the same level of enthusiasm for the project as the researcher. Deb stated, “I have a 
growth mindset and I am open to learning and trying new things.” Another teacher, 
Richard, expressed his desire to participate in the study because he would like to see his 
students grow.   
The change I would like to see in my classroom is for students to better 
understand the importance of foundational skills. Spelling, forming 
thoughtful, complete sentences/paragraphs, and increasing vocabulary is 
essential if any further schooling is to be successful. Although some 
students make an effort to improve, too many others have no desire or 
reason to believe that these skills are the foundation of future success. If I 
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succeeded in changing their attitudes, students’ grades would improve 
throughout all of their courses and learning would flourish. 
The other teachers were hoping for instruction on how to better assist their 
struggling students. Another participant, Deb, was the most experienced teacher in the 
group. She believed the development of and participation in the PLC would generate new 
ideas to address the low performance and lack of accountability particular to CRHS 
students, along with the doubts they have in their own abilities.  
The PLC began meeting after school once a week during the teachers’ common 
planning time. One component of a successful PLC is the development and promotion of 
a shared vision and set of values. It was important that the teachers identified and shared 
a common goal, which was a focus on student learning. Teachers were asked in their 
individual interviews what they believed was the shared vision of the PLC. Specifically, 
the question asked, during your PLC, what did you perceive was your group’s common 
purpose? Teachers responded as follows: 
Deb: I think that the main goal was to get the kids to buy into their education, to 
really become active participants. 
Sally: We talked a lot about helping the kids, helping the students get more of 
[teaching] ... We talked about the brain mindsets, like growth mindset versus 
fixed mindset. How we could encourage the students to realize that do not think 
that you already know everything. 
Moses: I will label it as encouraging our students. That you are able to grow. You 
are able to learn. You are not stupid and you are not stuck in a certain place or 
certain academic level. You are able to expand your understanding of things, even 
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when it is hard and challenging. That it is, actually, helping you more. Building 
student confidence was a big part of it for better learning. 
Sarah: To make the students well-rounded thinkers and make sure that they have 
confidence in themselves and they are learning. To get a glimpse of who they are, 
what they can do to improve themselves and how they can be better learn for 
themselves and not just give up so quickly and challenge themselves a little more. 
The first few meetings were spent ensuring that the meetings were conducted 
using group dynamics, thus time was allotted for establishing meeting norms. Teachers 
spent the time collaborating and planning the benchmarks that would be used to measure 
levels of professional development that resulted from participation in the PLC. The 
teachers and the researcher decided to conduct student self-efficacy surveys to volunteer 
student participants receiving instruction in their classrooms.   
The results of the student survey were analyzed as described in chapter 3 and then 
presented at the next PLC meeting. Twenty-five students completed the pre-study survey. 
Due to discharge from enrollment in CRHS, eight students did not complete the post-
study survey. Because of this, their pre-study survey data were not included in this 
analysis. The data below in Table 5 show the pre- and post-study self-efficacy average 
results for the 17 students who received instruction from teachers who participated in the 
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Table 5. Pre- and Post- PLC Student Self-Efficacy Sub-Scales Scores 
Pre-and Post- PLC Student Self-Efficacy Sub-Scale Scores ( n=17) 
The Children’s Multidimensional Self-Efficacy Scales   
 Pre Post Minimum Maximum 
Self-efficacy for self-regulated learning 3.9 4.5 2.20 5.00 
Self-efficacy for academic achievement 4.1 4.7 3.71 5.24 
Data Source: Data gathered by the author using the Children’s Multidimensional Self-Efficacy 




  Previous researchers have suggested that when students increase their perceived 
ability to use self-regulated learning strategies, their perceived efficacy in academic 
achievement also increases (Zimmerman & Martinez-Pons, 1988). This suggests that 
students who indicate a greater self-regulated efficacy score may also possess a greater 
perceived capacity to be successful, which can result in higher levels of self-efficacy for 
academic achievement. In essence, students who believe they have the ability to be 
organized, can motivate themselves, recall information taught and participate in 
classroom discussion might also have higher beliefs that they can learn specific academic 
subject matter.  
A review of the data in March 2015 indicated an average rating of 3.9 for self-
regulated learning capabilities, which suggests that students perceived that they lacked 
this capability. This sentiment among students demonstrates they believe they can 
complete the proposed tasks “moderately well,” according to the verbiage of the study 
questions. Four out of the eleven questions under the sub-section Self-Efficacy for Self-
Regulated Learning were identified as areas in which students perceived their inability to 
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complete the academic task well. Specifically, for question two (How well can you study 
when there are other interesting things to do?) the average score was 2.20, which 
translates to, “somewhat not well.” For question five (How well can you use the library/ 
computer to get information for class assignment?) the average was 3.48, or between 
“moderate and slightly well.” For question six (How well can you plan your school 
work?) the average was 3.16. The average score for question nine (How well can you 
arrange a place to study without distraction?) was moderate. Based on the scores for 
questions six and nine, the researcher concludes that students believe that they have the 
capacity to plan their schoolwork “slightly well” and arrange a place to study without 
distraction. The responses from the sub-section Self-Efficacy for Academic Achievement 
scale indicate that the students have a perception of their academic achievement could be 
improved in three subject areas, including general mathematics, Algebra and learning a 
foreign language. In these three subject areas, the scores were below 4.00, which 
indicated that their perceived ability in these subjects could be defined as less than 
“moderately well.”  
Teachers were asked to reflect on the findings of the survey in their electronic 
journals and in the PLC meetings. They were asked to consider whether or not they 
believed the results of the student surveys were representative of their students and 
classrooms.  Richard stated, 
Most of my students have a fixed mindset which affects the classroom culture 
negatively. They do not embrace the potential of acquiring of new knowledge (or 
see how knowledge is power), creative lessons often fall flat, especially ones that 
require thinking, research and collaboration. 
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Several other teachers believed that the students at CRHS suffered from low academic 
self-efficacy which results in poor classroom performance. Moses explained:  
Some behaviors that I have seen in my students that displayed a fixed mindset is 
when they are challenged by the subject they would rather not study it anymore 
and they give up learning that particular subject. They also have displayed a 
desire to get the right answer and move on. 
 However, Deb did not share the same sentiment. “In general, I think more of my 
students have a growth mindset and are willing to try,” she said. The researcher believes 
that the inconsistency in the responses from the five teachers did not deter them from 
moving forward with the PLC. Teachers identified the weaknesses of their students in 
particular subject areas and used this information to plan subsequent courses of action for 
their classrooms. The expectations were made clear to the group. The researcher and 
teachers selected a professional development program that has been proven to yield gains 
in student academic performance based on an increase in their academic self-efficacy. 
Carol Dweck’s Mindset Works was employed.   
Implementing the Mindset Works components proved more challenging for the 
group than discussed in the PLC. This was largely due to the initial lack of student buy-in 
at the outset of the PLC intervention. Teachers found that students were resistant to 
completing the class activities that gave teachers background information on their 
mindset. Deb said that one student coming from another class complained to her. “I don’t 
know why he wants to know about my brain and what I think,” the student said. Despite 
these obstacles, teachers continued attending meetings and utilizing classroom activities 
through 5 weeks of the program. Members of the PLC experienced several stages of 
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development that resulted in improvements in problem solving. After completing the 
Mindset Works program, the teachers began to focus on other researched-based 
instructional practices that they agreed could improve instruction. The instructional 
practices were selected to help build small successes for their students in an effort to 
build academic confidence.  
First, teachers focused on essential questioning during lessons. Members of the 
group brought in research that addressed essential questions in lesson planning. The 
teachers shared their knowledge and reconvened the next week to discuss their progress 
with the material. Teachers found this practice within the PLC to be helpful. All teachers 
indicated that the PLC provided both professional and personal support. The support they 
received from each other contributed to their focused goal of raising the academic self-
efficacy among students. At the end of the study, teachers were eager to review the post-
study survey results. The teachers expressed changes in their students’ behavior in the 
classroom. Sarah, a mathematics teacher, said that she saw her students completing more 
challenging problems. “They at least attempt to try the problem now,” she said. Overall, 
the students’ academic self-efficacy subscales presented in Table 5 indicate that students’ 
perception of their own self-efficacy is higher in both areas of  self-efficacy for self-
regulated learning and academic achievement after their teachers had participated in the 
PLC. While these results are consistent with the teachers’ perceptions of the ways in 
which students benefited from the PLC, the researcher cannot ascertain whether the 
higher levels of student efficacy are a result of their teachers’ participation in the PLC.  
   To further obtain evidence to answer research question one, the implementation 
of the PLC was analyzed through participant observations. To measure the how 
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effectively the PLC meetings operated, the researcher conducted regular participant 
observations of the meetings. During these observations, the researcher did not interact 
with the participants. The role of the participant observer is to be a complete observer, 
passive and detached, while recording data from a distance (Spradly, 1980). This method 
was employed to observe the behaviors of the teachers to gain an understanding of the 
cultural setting in the PLC. During these observed meetings, the following behaviors 
reoccurred: teachers were working in small groups, taking notes, and actively 
participating in whole group discussions. The teachers brought in research-based 
resources to distribute periodically that provided strategies to employ. They also often 
asked for help with new instructional approaches.  
Observation also revealed that teachers asked frequent questions, shared their 
thoughts, and actively participated in the conversations. The researcher believes this is 
evidence of enthusiasm for the PLC among the participants. Teachers arranged 
themselves in a semicircle and made eye contact continuously throughout meetings. 
Often teachers were observed conducting active listening skills, with head nods, and 
rephrasing and summarizing of the thoughts of their colleagues. Teachers shared various 
ideas and suggestions to help support the inquiring teacher. Teachers discussed strategies 
and methodology for meeting student needs. The researcher wanted that ensure each 
member of the PLC was responsible for reflecting on the work, redirecting efforts when 
needed, and meeting goals and outcomes. This was important to ensure that the 
researcher obtained relatable responses to the research questions, particularly the first and 
second questions, which are based on active participation in PLC meetings. The data 
revealed that each teacher’s participation in the PLC manifested itself in different ways, 
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but that each teacher was able to employ the professional development obtained through 
meetings. When asked what they perceived was their contribution to the PLC, both Deb 
and Sally said that they felt as though they were active participants in the meetings. Every 
teacher participant perceived that they played a supportive role and made positive 
contributions to the group.  
Deb: I always was one to throw out some ideas, or listen to what somebody else 
had to say, and do the back-and-forth part of it. I’m open to having anybody come 
into my class, so that’s good if they do want to see something different.  I think I 
was an active participant in the PLC. 
Sally: The only thing I could say is just going to all the meetings, participating in 
them. Just trying to offer my suggestions where I could. 
Moses: I guess, just that support factor. I think that people know that I was willing 
to help them out if they had a question with something. Just knowing that they 
have a resource, as much as I can give, I would give. 
Sarah: Supporting everybody, being there to support and help come up with 
different ideas to help each other out. We get a topic and the topic is broad. It is 
coming together and giving your ideas and take in, if you want to take the ideas, 
great. If you do not, that is okay, too. I think coming in and participating and not 
just sitting there. Voicing your opinions and lettings others know, "This is not 
working for me. What can I do?" This is my participation. 
During this time it was evident to the researcher the teachers were collaborating 
effectively. Teachers openly spoke with each other in efforts to reduce the barriers such 
as fear of judgment and treated each other as equals. The interactions supported 
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statements described in the interview. Sarah explained how she viewed working with her 
colleagues and administration: 
Letting my guard down saying, "Okay. I need help. What can you do to help me,” 
and getting in that comfort zone. It took a little bit. All of us were sitting there, "I 
feel weird. We are supposed to be open.” The Principal, our bosses are right here. 
The first couple [meetings] but then realizing, "No, they are not bosses. We're 
together. We're coming together as one." After you get that icebreaker and now all 
of us go in there and it's nice having that open conversation. We are all equal in 
that room. Nobody is higher or lower even though we have different levels of 
teachers. It is nice to be equal and do not feel you are being talked down to. I 
think that was the biggest hurdle to overcome for all of us to go through.  
Additional data were collected using the Plus/Delta forms. Plus/Delta forms were 
completed after various random meetings. The researcher reviewed each Plus/Delta form 
and referred back to notes taken during each meeting. As shown in Table 6 the researcher 
identified 21 distinct quotes (15 pros and 6 cons) that surfaced from 20 pages of 
completed Plus/Delta forms. The significant statements are presented to demonstrate the 
perspective of teachers about the material covered in the PLC and the procedural 
effectiveness of the meeting each week. As discussed in chapter 3, the Plus/Delta forms 
were designed to evaluate the PLC meetings and provide direction to the researcher and 
teachers for adjustments during future meetings. The Plus/ Delta forms revealed that the 
material being discussed in each meeting was related to the desired goal of fostering 
student academic self-efficacy. Other findings from these forms indicated that the 
meetings were successful in providing appropriate professional development to meet the 
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needs of the school’s students. The data showed that the PLC was functioning as an 
effective group that outlined the teachers’ methods for addressing specific areas of 
student need as well as curricular change and enhancement. In this particular case, the 
Plus/Delta confirmed that the PLC provided opportunities for teachers to share, 
collaborate, and brainstorm as a group.  
The Plus/Delta data also revealed that teachers occasionally came across 
circumstances that prevented them from carrying out a successful PLC meeting. The 
teachers expressed their concerns about making connections with the material presented. 
It was also identified through observation that teachers struggled with hearing open 
opinions from all other team members. Despite these obstacles, the group made a great 
deal of progress to ensure that the PLC stayed on task. The pros and cons identified in 
Table 6 indicate that the PLC was focused on the growth of student academic self-
efficacy and collectively addressed the challenges being faced in their classrooms. The 
group made attempts to share examples of how to use students’ interests and previously 
learned information to measure student learning growth. These self-reported statements 
from the Plus/Delta were corroborated with classroom observations by the researcher 
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Table 6. Significant Statements from Plus/Delta Forms 
 Pros 
1. - Learned how the brain stores information. Found tat providing the right 
challenging activity and using active recall are great ways to cement learned 
concepts 
2. -Using previous knowledge, interests of the students when planning helps 
students “buy-in” and results in greater chance of remembering information 
3. -Resources for goal setting and getting to know student interest 
4. -Great video (informative) 
5. - Resources to use in classroom ( handouts) 
6. -Group work interactions 
7. -Collaborating thoughts and ideas 
8. -Handouts with ideas and examples 
9. -We worked well together in our teams breaking down and presenting these 
articles 
10. - A few resources I have used and implemented them into my class with some 
success 
11. -We do a good job of letting everyone have an opportunity to help in the 
decision making 
12. -Good topics 
13. -Watching video is helpful 
14. -“Mindset” resources will be good to use with students 
15. -Meeting kept to a good time frame  
 Cons 
16. -Perhaps for next meeting, we can share examples of how we use students’ 
interests and previously learned info in our lessons to see if it makes a 
difference as we assess learning growth.  
17. -More interaction real-life examples 
18. -More sharing of things that may or may not have worked in different classes 
since last meeting 
19. -More participation and feeling comfortable to be honest without negative 
feeling from self.  
20. -Relating the mindset ideas to high school students would be helpful  
21. -Not to have a fixed mindset ourselves, especially about student’s abilities 
 
 
A review of the field notes and the Plus/Delta form assisted in assessing whether 
the PLC was working or was in need of a new direction. The researcher found building 
trust was very important for teachers. Observation data revealed that when teachers went 
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off topic during meetings, the potential for creating a defensive and unproductive 
working environment increased. Deb expressed that frustration occurred only when the 
team members got off topic. Frustration was also evident when team members made 
personal suggestions. This often resulted in the group having discussing the dynamics of 
a classroom rather than the strategies suggested and used. This interaction created an 
environment that resulted in possible team members displaying a lack of willingness to 
be open to further suggestion.  
Sarah expanded on the importance of building trust levels among PLC group 
members:   
The barriers were the hardest thing to go through first. I think we all do feel pretty 
comfortable talking with each other and feeling that ability to be honest to each 
other and knowing we are not saying things to hurt each other's feelings. We are 
not saying things to put anybody down. We are taking the constructive criticism 
and being able to handle it. I think that was the biggest barrier that we had. I first 
started like, "Oh my God. Am I going to step on anybody's toes? Can I really say 
this to my Principal? Am I going to get reprimanded for it?" 
The results of the study’s findings suggest that teachers working in PLC, when 
focused on the academic self- efficacy of students can be a promising path for sustained 
substantive improvement in behaviors in promoting students levels of efficacy. The 
participation in the PLC allows for the enhanced organizational capacity to boost student 
learning through shard purpose, collaborative activity, and collective responsibility 
amongst teachers.  
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Professional Learning Community Impact on Teacher Efficacy  
 
While each teacher in the PLC had their own unique perspective, collectively they 
formed a new entity that reflected the school’s culture. The survey results at the start of 
the PLC showed that the teachers believed that, overall, they each possessed significant 
ability to create a positive school climate (see Table 7). Additionally, teachers perceived 
that they possessed some influence in other areas, as well, including instructional self-
efficacy, disciplinary self-efficacy, and the capacity to enlist parental and community 
involvement in their school, according to the results. A mean score of five or six (Some 
Influence) in six out of the seven assessed areas of teachers self-efficacy scale were 
reported. 
 


























PRE- AND POST- PLC TEACHER SELF-EFFICACY SUB-
SCALES SCORES (N=5)
Pre Post
EFFECTIVENESS OF A PROFESSIONAL LEARNING COMMUNITY 118 
As shown in Figure 6, there was a slight change in the teachers’ perceived teacher 
efficacy from the beginning of the study to the end. Growth was identified in two areas: 
the ability to influence school resources and the ability to provide discipline. Regarding 
the resources, teachers had a greater efficacy to obtain the materials and equipment 
necessary for effective instruction. As for discipline, they believed they gained a greater 
ability to get students to follow the classroom rules, control disruptive behavior, and 
prevent problem behavior on the school grounds. There was little change in the other sub-
categories. For example, most teachers reported a shift in their ability to discipline, but 
there was limited time spent addressing student discipline during the PLC meetings. 
Finally, the PLC entailed a significant proportion of time actually planning instruction, 
but little change was reported in the collective ability to plan effectively.    
Professional Learning Community and Academic Self-Efficacy 
 The main objective of the PLC was to raise student academic self-efficacy. The 
one-one-interviews documented a common perception of academic self-efficacy and how 
teachers believed it was displayed by students during instruction. During the interviews, 
several teachers, including Deb, expressed that they believed self-efficacy could be 
defined as an “I think I can” mindset. Teachers believed student self-efficacy to be 
comprised of the totality of how students’ feel about themselves. Deb described it as, “It 
is the ‘Can I succeed? Can I do this?’ and what they do to get through a class, and will 
they continue to push ahead? Will they persevere, or are they going to just say, ‘I can’t do 
it,’ and give up?” Moses added, “In order to increase it, we have to get them to buy into 
their education that they can be an active participant. A lot of it is showing them some 
kind of success.” Sally and Sarah both expressed that it is important to try various 
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strategies when teaching a lesson to promote a student’s academic-efficacy. Sarah 
responded, “I have to figure out what works for them, so that they can feel some kind of 
challenge, but feel successful, so that they believe that they can be a successful student.” 
    Using the descriptions from the classroom observations, along with findings 
from the RTOP, the researcher identified ten instructional strategies used during lessons 
(see Table 7). The table reports the number of times the researcher was able to identify 
the use of each strategy during the formally observed lessons. Table 7 reveals the 
percentage of time spent implementing the instructional practices during observed 
classroom instruction.  
 
Table 7. Observed Instructional Strategies Implemented by Participating Educators 
Observed Instructional Strategies Implemented by Participating Educators (n=15) 
Instructional Technique Number of Times Observed 
During Classroom 
Instruction 
Percentage of  
Observed Strategies  
Corrective Feedback 11 73% 
Connection to prior 
Knowledge 
13 87% 







Partnering Collaboration 8 53% 
Active Recall 5 33% 
Positive Language 10 67% 
Goal Setting 4 27% 




The classroom observations conducted by the researcher revealed that teachers 
were more likely to use the 10 self-efficacy strategies listed above in Table 7 than other 
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strategies. The researcher calculated the percentage based on the frequency of usage of 
each teaching strategies in lessons instructed by teachers based observations using the 
RTOP. During observation of a Science lesson instructed by Sarah, the researcher 
observed the implementation of a number of motivating tools. These tools included 
verbal persuasion, recall, and attempts to connect students to past prior knowledge. 
Several of the teachers used corrective feedback to encourage student participation 
through whole group instructions. Data collected during classroom observations revealed 
high levels of student interest in the subject matter. Students were actively engaged in 
classroom lessons, raised their hands and asked questions that often steered discussions. 
The researcher observed thought-provoking questions that were essential in Sally’s 
lessons. One lesson in particular required students to use higher-order thinking. Several 
questions designed by the teacher prompted students to compare and contrast as well as 
predict a new outcome based on changes discussed.     
Research indicates that one of the leading ways to promote student success is to 
help them develop a growth mindset. This is based on the assumption that the student 
possesses the knowledge that their abilities can be developed through various challenges 
(Dweck, 2007). Adult feedback can influence a student’s mindset and performance in 
unexpected and dramatic ways (Mueller, Dweck, 1998). To promote academic success, it 
is important for teachers to teach students to believe in themselves, set goals, take on 
challenges, make an effort, practice and have persistence. The CRHS teachers made 
frequent use of these strategies throughout their instructional methods. One of these 
strategies included teachers connecting student learning to prior knowledge. This was 
observed 87% of the lessons instructed. During 80% of the lessons observed, teachers 
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fostered essential questioning techniques, engaged in lessons that were student-centered 
and geared around student’s interest, and created lessons that were challenging and 
provided reinforcing activities. The teachers used corrective feedback along with positive 
supportive language during approximately 70% of the lessons observed (see Table 7).  
Teachers were asked to reflect on their lessons after each observation. Sally and 
Moses supported the findings in research when they described their belief that positive 
feedback is an essential instructional strategy in increasing academic self-efficacy. 
“Corrective but positive feedback and reviewing consistently are two practices that will 
help with gaining higher levels of student academic self-efficacy,” Moses said. 
Additionally, Sarah reported using several different strategies throughout the course of 
the study. These instructional strategies included repetition, scaffolding, reviewing, study 
techniques, challenging reinforcement activities and offering extra credit to her students.  
She identified these practices to be useful in raising student academic self-efficacy.  
Richard reflected on the question that asked, “From your perspective, what 
practices or strategies derived from participation in the PLC can help with gaining higher 
levels of student academic self-efficacy?” He reported:  
During our PLC meetings, I have had the opportunity to hear what my colleagues 
have tried in class that encourages learning. I rarely gave assignments where 
students would have shared responsibilities, thinking that it would not be 
successful. Others explained how they implement the strategy and how it might 
work for my English classes. I now use the strategy weekly and have seen weaker 
students improve as they are supported with a stronger student in several 
assignments. For instance, an assignment that requires internet research is often 
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difficult for students with weaker vocabularies. They do not seem to word 
properly in the search bar and thus have difficulty locating pertinent information. 
I will partner this type of student with one that possesses a stronger vocabulary. 
This simple strategy was suggested at a PLC meeting from a teacher who had 
similar issues with the same student.    
 It was evident that work in the PLC led to changes in instruction methods among 
participating teachers. Team members reported that collaboration generated continued 
improvement in meeting student needs through the shared curricular focus. These efforts 
resulted in the increases in student performance and teacher preparedness. The teachers 
discussed that they recognized their ability to capitalize on the collective strengths and 
talents of their colleagues.  
Results and Interpretations 
Strengthening of Efficacy 
When the researcher began working with the CRHS teachers, they were asked 
what change would they most like to take effect in their classroom or school culture. 
Teachers expressed that they would like to see a change in the students’ desire to learn. 
Several of the teachers expressed that they would like student accountability to increase. 
The CRHS teachers wanted to work towards enhancing student motivation and 
responsibility in their classrooms. Sally described her goal: 
It would be nice to see more enthusiasm from the students. Often they seem so 
disappointed or annoyed at a new lesson or assignment, they seem to decide 
immediately that they are not going to like something, without giving it a fair 
chance. I would like to see them enthusiastic and interested in learning new skills.   
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Moses said:  
I would like students to have a true desire to learn and be a lifelong learner. I 
would like students to take more initiative with their work. They would probably 
drive the classroom discussion themselves out of their curiosity and desire to 
learn. They would be more engaged and they would desire to discover new things.  
Sarah emphasized a more holistic school approach: 
We consistently say we need positivity in the classroom and I for one agree with 
that but I do also feel it needs to spill out of the classroom and throughout the 
school. We are all very separated due to our responsibilities but it is nice to bring 
us all together every once in a while.   
Research discussed in chapter 2 supports the notion students who have a fixed 
mindset tend to have lower academic self-efficacy. Several of the CRHS teachers 
believed their students often displayed a negative attitude that impeded learning. Deb 
said:  
I have had students that had a fixed mindset. This has been obvious in their 
approach to math class. “I can’t do this.”  “I have never been able to do math.”  
“I don’t know how to do this.” “I think I should get an IEP because I can’t do 
math.” When a student has a fixed mindset against being able to succeed, of 
course it affects their progress. Much of the class time has to be spent 
encouraging the student to try and to overcome their own negativity. A student 
who has a fixed mindset against being able to do something, is their own worst 
enemy. They set up roadblocks and obstacles in the way of their own success. 
A fear of failure stops them from being able to grow and learn. 
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Richard indicated that various behaviors displayed by the CRHS students supported 
the lack of motivation and low academic self-efficacy in the student body: 
One particular student (although many fall into this category) holds a fixed 
mindset about her ability. The behaviors that lead me to believe this are: 1. she 
tends not to improve in English assignments even when several teaching 
approaches are used.  2. She becomes very upset (even cry) when given an 
assignment that challenges her. 3. She has no interest (or awareness) of how 
being challenged now will benefit her educational/financial future and secure 
her hope for independence.  
It was well documented that teachers believed their students needed a change in 
attitude in order to see academic growth. As a result, the PLC concentrated on 
instructional practices that have been proven to make a difference in student leaning. The 
members of the PLC chose to focus their strategies on raising student academic self-
efficacy. The teachers discussed the changes they observed in student behavior. The 
teachers believed the common focus shared among them contributed to the observed 
attitude changes. Moses observed noticeable differences in his classes: 
I see them expanding more. Not even, necessarily, like giving them exact pieces 
of the mindset and of those ideas, but just encouraging them and just making sure 
... I am explaining to them that when challenges come, you can overcome them. I 
am here to help you. We will get through this and you will be better off. I see that 
... I see their growth in that. You definitely see: Oh. Wow. They are, actually, 
designed to learn now, instead of me just giving them the information.  
EFFECTIVENESS OF A PROFESSIONAL LEARNING COMMUNITY 125 
  
Sarah expressed that she has seen a growth in the buy-in among her students. She stated: 
I've seen them challenge themselves more. Put it this way because all kids, they 
come in, "I hate math. I'm not doing that." I give their assignment and then I will 
give them extra credit problems at the end which are pretty challenging. They all 
start off first like, "I'm not doing this. I can't do this. I won't not do this." Now, I'm 
starting to see them like, "Oh, I can." They might not do all of them. But, they all 
did none at first and now, they are starting to do it or they are trying one. They are 
doing more. I do see that and it is starting to trickle into my other classes. 
Sally stated, “When they first come into class I would say yes [students hold a fixed 
mindset], but gradually over time, I feel it changes to where more than have start to 
believe and show that they are moving towards a growth mindset.” Sally noticed changes 
in one particular student. She observed an increase in the student’s attendance and that 
the student became less withdrawn. Richard wrote in his journal that slight changes in his 
students’ attitude were evident in the dynamics of the classroom. He wrote that students 
demonstrated a potential for acquiring new knowledge, thus creative lessons seemed to 
flourish as their engagement increased, particularly during lessons that required critical 
thinking, research and collaboration.   
 Field notes taken by the researcher during observation supported the changes in 
attitude that were displayed during instructional activities. The field notes included 
detailed descriptions of teacher-student relationships and interactions in the classroom. 
The researcher then reflected on these interactions and evaluated classroom practices and 
the development of lessons (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). The observations revealed that the 
EFFECTIVENESS OF A PROFESSIONAL LEARNING COMMUNITY 126 
teachers were implementing the Mindset Works professional development program. 
Teachers made connections with students and learned about their students’ mindset by 
using a student interest inventory that asked for their opinions about effort, intelligence, 
and learning. The inventories used by the PLC teachers contained examples of how to ask 
questions of students. These responses to these questions can, in turn, help teachers 
determine prior levels of student effort, in which settings the students think they work 
well, and how much the students might be willing to attempt new learning strategies. The 
researcher observed teachers finding out a cross-section of information about the 
students, from their habits, to their past accomplishments, to what the student thinks is 
challenging. Teachers designed lessons incorporating this new knowledge. As a result, 
student interest in lessons increased. The students displayed interest in self-selected 
readings and high demand for technology use. Teachers circled the room during lessons, 
interacting with all students. The researcher documented that students were on task and 
answered any questions that the teacher asked to facilitate deeper learning during 
independent work.  
These behavioral changes observed by the teachers in their students’ attitude are 
reflected in the changes observed in analysis of the post-study self-efficacy survey 
completed in August 2015 (see Table 7). The results of the post-study survey suggest that 
CRHS students’ academic beliefs are consistent with the teachers’ observation of their 
confidence levels at the conclusion of the study. Analysis of the students’ perceptions on 
the post-study self-efficacy survey showed positive judgments that were reflected in their 
perceived ability to complete self-regulated learning tasks. The teachers interviewed were 
asked what role they believe they played in the improvement of their students’ academic 
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self-efficacy. Overall, teachers responded that helping students achieve small success and 
holding high expectations assisted in building students’ academic self-efficacy. Several 
teachers discussed this change: 
Sarah: Being an advocate for her. Letting her know, "You can do this. You might 
not learn overnight. It is going to take time." Me, also, taking a step back and not 
throwing everything at her and just taking it step by step. "Let’s learn A before we 
learn B" and really taking my time and have a lot of patience.   
Deb: I think that just having the expectations that she would do it, and I think that 
a lot of times, if they know that you are not going to just turn the other way or 
accept something that is inferior, that they will do more… By having the focus on 
making them do more and having high expectations, they can see it, and they 
know that there’s nowhere to hide, so that helps. 
Sally: Encouraging her and complementing her and challenging her a little bit 
with assignments. I wanted to give her a challenge, and give her a little more 
feelings of success. 
The teachers’ responses support the notion that if teachers believe in their students 
and hold positive attitudes, it directly influences efficacy beliefs. Bandura (1986) and 
Lock & Latham (1990) wrote that self-efficacy beliefs influence our choices in goal-
directed activities. Persistence in the face of challenges and level of effort are linked to 
efficacy. Bandura’s self-efficacy theory promotes the importance of arranging 
experiences geared toward increasing the person’s sense of success during challenging 
and problematic tasks. Using verbal persuasion in the form of motivational messages, 
teaching students about the malleable mind and mindset along with explanation of study 
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tips can encourage an individual to adapt new beliefs. When students act on these new 
beliefs, it leads to more enduring changes in self-efficacy beliefs (Ingram, Kendall, & 
Chen, 1991).  
The data supported that teachers’ perceived the collaborative nature of the PLC 
allowed for shared leadership that helped teachers to accomplish the PLC’s goal of 
obtaining gains in students’ perceived  levels of academic self-efficacy. The collective 
efficacy of teachers for effective instruction can affect the academic achievement of 
students (Bandura, 1993). The shared responsibility contributes to improved student 
performance. The group’s success depends on the ability of individuals to identify the 
abilities of other individuals and harness these abilities to accomplish a common goal. 
The growth in teacher efficacy reported within the study supports that teachers process 
various expertise in teaching task that were shared amongst the the PLC. Collaboration in 
a PLC offers teachers the opportunity to access these abilities in such a way as to increase 
performance and learning. Richard expressed the extent he believes he and his colleagues 
can work together collectively to accomplish their shared goals. “This has helped 
contribute to the overall learning climate that we have tried to improve at our school,” he 
said.     
Moses stated that, “[The] framework is being built which is creating a common 
language about teaching and learning.” The improvement observed in the CRHS 
teachers’ collective efficacy ran parallel to the PLCs’ core belief in teacher leadership 
and involvement in school improvement efforts. The changing classroom practices that 
resulted from examining the data motivated the teachers to continue moving toward their 
common goal.  





Primarily, the PLC movement has taught many educators that, “a collection of 
superstar teachers working in isolation cannot produce the same results as interdependent 
colleagues who share and develop practices” (Garmston & Wellman, 1999, p.18). 
Leonard & Leonard (2001) wrote, “Professional collaboration is evident when teachers 
and administrators work together, share knowledge, contribute ideas, and develop plans 
for purpose of achieving educational and organizational goals” (p.10). The interviewed 
teachers supported the finding from previous research. The CRHS teachers shared similar 
sentiments. Namely, that the PLC offered a structured opportunity for in-depth 
collaboration and communication within the school community. This allowed teachers to 
remain focused on the shared goal of raising student academic efficacy. Teachers found 
that collaboration among colleagues was essential to fostering the change they desired. 
Sally perceived the PLC to be a good collaborative process. “I think it is definitely a good 
thing. It brings us all together in a relaxed setting where we just comfortably talk with 
each other about different issues. I think it is a good opportunity to get together. 
Everybody listens to each other's suggestions,” she said.  
Moses also elaborated on the collegiality of the group working together. “I think 
dealing with student issues and being able to talk about how, maybe certain students are, 
was a strong suite of the PLC,” he said. Sarah said that she would continue to work with 
her colleagues on future projects. “I absolutely do feel that I will continue working with 
my team members absolutely, both administration and teachers,” she said. It was brought 
to the researcher’s attention that informal meeting among the teachers occurred prior to 
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the development of the PLC. The supportive leadership helped to enhance the learning 
environment because they actively built a context for the PLC work. Deb said:  
I think administration is bought into the whole process, so that is good, and 
they’re also are very open to the ideas that we suggest. It is not where …“This is 
what you have to do, and don’t vary that.” You have the opportunity to change up 
and try something different, and so we are lucky in that sense. I think that there is 
a strong support system in the school.  
Many participants acknowledged that the collaboration among the group provided 
support that contributed to a change in the teachers’ collective efficacy. Teachers 
indicated that the collaboration process in the PLC was beneficial and essential. This 
sentiment was backed by Moses. He said that he believed the open communication 
between him and his colleagues was significant. When asked to describe the benefit of 
working in a PLC, Moses said, “The communication factor is a strength because you do 
not always get to talk to each other, as teachers, throughout the day. You don't have the 
time, so that was good, even talking to administration, as well.” Richard wrote in his 
journal that spending time talking about student self-efficacy has increased his focus on 
designing more challenging task for his students.  
Teachers also believed that the collaboration that occurred from participation in 
the PLC impacted their ability to foster students’ academic self-efficacy because it 
offered a forum for teachers and administrators to discuss student concerns and share 
ideas and techniques that they perceived to be useful. This, in turn, is directly linked to 
student needs. Sarah described the process of collaborating with team members:  
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It was pretty structured. We came in. Whoever is leading it would have the 
structure about the topics that was discussed. Sometimes, we watch a video to 
help us learn the different topics that we had in there. Then, we would all discuss. 
We went into some group work projects or discuss our pros and cons, what is 
going on in our classrooms. It is a great time for all of us to come together and 
talk about strengths or weaknesses in the classroom, what have you been doing, 
what we [school] can do. We are interchanging our different resources that we 
have. "Oh, I heard about this." Having us come together and talk about different 
ideas, not just in our subject areas but, "Hey, I can help you in here." Now, we 
have been interlinking our classes.   
A true collaborative environment brings focus to the “relationships and 
connections among individuals (Harris, 2002, p. 22). Particularly for novice teachers, a 
collaborative environment can allow teachers to build positive relationships and 
ultimately shape their teaching. During an interview, Moses said that the experience 
helped establish and develop relationships with his colleagues:  
I think that [building positive relationship] was definitely a strong suit of this 
PLC. I think that it definitely helped to grow those relationships. I am fairly new 
here. I just started not too long ago, so it kind of helped see how they interact and 
see how they are in certain situations and get to know them better as people. I 
think it definitely helped to strengthen, for me personally, those relationships.   
 “The implications of professional collaborations are profound. Teachers tend 
become interested in what others are doing” (Fogarty and Pete, 2009, p.33). As teacher 
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interest in collaboration grows, their perception of their ability to reach difficult students 
also grows. Deb said that even novice teachers contributed to the collaboration process:  
“I enjoy the fresh perspective… We have a newer teacher who has just gotten out 
of college, and it is good to hear, and also, to get that fresh motivation and input 
into some of the guys that have been here a while.” 
Teachers were asked to discuss the level of openness and trust and whether they felt there 
were any significant barriers that might hinder the collaborative process. Sarah said: 
The barriers were the hardest thing to go through first. I think we all do feel pretty 
comfortable talking with each other and feeling that ability to be honest to each 
other and knowing we are not saying things to hurt each other's feelings. We are 
not saying things to put anybody down. We are taking the criticism and are be 
able to handle it. I think that was the biggest barrier that we had. I first started 
like, "Oh my God. Am I going to step on anybody's toes? Can I really say this to 
my Principal? Am I going to get reprimanded for it?" It wasn't like that at all. Like 
I said, we are small so our relationship, we always talk to each other anyway. 
Now, having this time to come together and talk to each other, I feel most of the 
time it is pretty positive and has a more direct focus.  
Two other participants discussed factors that can hinder the collaborative process. 
Although they felt it was minimal in their PLC, Deb and Moses expressed concern that 
some teachers would be unwilling to change, and that that could hinder the collaborative 
process. Deb said:  
The people who seemed insecure, or did not want to be open to change, or took it 
as a personal front, if somebody was not saying that their idea was great or 
EFFECTIVENESS OF A PROFESSIONAL LEARNING COMMUNITY 133 
offering some suggestions up too. I think there was only one day where that 
became the overwriting feeling for one of the meetings where the whole meeting 
became a very uncomfortable point where afterwards, I thought we really should 
gotten that left like left the two people that were really having the issue because it 
was like … It got to the point where we were more like eavesdropping or being 
aware on the situation than were not a participants in it [professional learning 
community]… And people tried throwing in some suggestions to break that up, 
but it gotten to a personal level. It was just one situation, but I think that the 
person took it the wrong way and just could not see the bigger picture. It was not 
about their classroom. It was about a strategy, but there was nothing anybody 
could say to change how that was going.      
Moses concluded that resistance to change by teachers could reduce participation. “A 
disadvantage would be, if people are not willing to change, it just does not add anything. 
You are stuck. You do not care, after that so, there's nothing added to it. You're not really 
a participant,” he said. The internal structure and dynamics of a PLC create an 
opportunity to explore aspects of learning and aid in the implementation of change. 
Darling-Hommond (1996) suggests that instructional change occurs when teachers are 
provided with the opportunity to be introduced to theory, research-based practices, 
corrective feedback, and coaching.  
The focus in a PLC shifts from the individual to the group (Sackney & Mitchel, 
2001).  The continuous collaboration with others allows teachers to be involved with each 
other, thereby reducing isolation among teachers as they share their collective knowledge 
(Schmoker, 2004; Supovitz & Christman, 2005). It offers the opportunity for teachers to 
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share and implement new ideas that impact their instructional practice. “In effect, 
collaborative practice is exemplified when school staff members come together on 
regular basis in their continued attempts to be more effective teachers so their students 
can become more successful learners” (Leonard & Leonard, 2001, p. 10). Sally wrote that 
she believes PLCs can facilitate change:   
[The PLC] had a positive impact on staff performance and student learning. It is 
always a good idea to try fresh ideas or discuss how we can improve upon 
existing ones. It is nice that we are “on the same page” for the most part. The 
students benefit from it because there is consistency from one classroom to the 
next, hey know what to expect and get to use familiar techniques. 
Professional dialogue is promoted and essential throughout the process of developing and 
implementing a PLC. It creates a natural environment for ongoing learning leading to 
professional growth.  
Professional Growth 
“Learning communities are communities of inquiry” (Sergiovanni, 194, p. 144). 
In these communities, the focus must be on learning among both students and teachers 
(Hulley, 2004; Sankney and Mitchell, 2001). The process of professional growth should 
not be seen as a single event. Instead, teachers must accept that there will be ongoing 
improvement. Hulley (2004) states, “A process of school improvement cannot be seen as 
an event. The conditions in and around the school are changing constantly and school 
staff must have a mindset of continuously improving outcomes” (p. 2).   
Various teachers in the current study found working in the PLC to be a structured 
environment where they were able to share ideas and work on topics to address the needs 
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of their students. This was accomplished by reflecting on the best practices already 
incorporated into their teaching. Richard wrote: “I believe our staff utilizes research-
based teaching practices and there is a common language for talking about teaching and 
learning.”  Sarah suggested teachers in the PLC made an effort to become more aware of 
the instructional practices already happening in the building and capitalized on proven 
techniques. She wrote:  
We had interactions in our groups. "Okay. What can we do?" We made posters 
and we hung them up. It was really good for us to just keep reminding ourselves, 
"Okay. This is what we need to do." I think having that, we really improved ... I 
can say, for myself, it really helped me out. I am seeing the improvement just in 
the grades and seeing them make their assignments. It is more fun for me to be 
teaching instead of teaching the kids and they are staring at me and falling asleep. 
I am seeing that I am hooking them more, which is good. I do not think I could 
have done that without being reminded, learning different techniques, coming 
together and being reminded, not coming along, "I am just going to teach my way 
and that is the way. 
The members of the learning community used research as part of effective 
professional development. The delivery of information about teaching was shared and 
studied. This enabled the teachers to learn from each other. According to Barth (2002), 
“Schools exist to promote learning in all their inhabitants. Whether we are teachers, 
principals, professors, or parents our primary responsibility is to promote learning in 
others and in ourselves” (p. 9). Sally explained her impressions of this process: 
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I know, I am always looking for new ideas or new advice on how to do better.  
So, anytime we come together with some new ideas or new methods or studies. It 
is always good to hear about that and try to use it with the kids because they all 
learn different. Just to have a whole bunch of different ideas is helpful. Do not 
want to do the same thing over and over. 
PLCs promote professional growth by generating continuous opportunities for learning.  
This was expressed by Moses. “Getting all that data, in a sense that information, really 
helps,” he said. Sarah echoed this idea in a journal entry: “I have learned to look more 
into detail and focus on different aspects of my teaching.” The teachers also indicated 
that their involvement in the PLC provided meaningful professional development because 
collaboration and peer support was intrinsic to the program. Sally wrote, “I feel a culture 
has been established to support teachers through the learning process. The PLC meetings 
are a great time to share ideas and help each other grow.” PLCs increase the interest of 
teachers in learning because the content is relevant to what they are hoping to accomplish 
in the classroom. Relevant content motivates the learner to implement and practice the 
knowledge that has been gained.  
Summary 
 This chapter began with an overview of the sample demographics and the data 
analysis procedure. Quantitative findings from Bandura’s Instrument Teacher Self-
Efficacy Scale and The Children’s Multidimensional Self-Efficacy Scales provided 
descriptive measures of self-efficacy for students and teachers that are consistent with the 
qualitative findings from the teachers’ electronic journals and individual interviews.   
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 The latter part of the chapter presented findings using a transcendental 
phenomenological approach that discussed the experiences of alternative high school 
teachers. These findings revealed the teachers’ perceptions about the effectiveness of a 
PLC. The researcher documented the perceived beliefs of teachers’ about the use of a 
PLC as a professional development tool focused on raising student academic self-
efficacy. Qualitative findings provided insight into the teachers’ experiences as they 
worked in the PLC. After categorizing 32 codes into 10 subcategories, three major 
themes emerged: strengthening of efficacy, collaboration and professional growth. 
Quotes from teacher interviews and journals should be considered when evaluating the 
effectiveness of the PLC at the research site.  
 Overall, teachers found that PLCs provided the opportunity for collaboration 
aimed at a shared goal. The teachers had a favorable perception of the PLC and found it 
to be a useful tool in providing professional development and encouraging continuous 
learning. This study supports evidence from previous research findings. The PLC 
employed many of the features that were previously employed by effective PLCs. The 
features that are evident in the CRHS PLC included: shared vision, inquiry based 
learning, reflective practice and collective responsibility (Lambert, 2003; Sullivan & 
Glanz, 2005). The findings provide valuable information about the experiences CRHS 
teachers had in implementing a PLC that enhanced and developed higher levels of 
academic efficacy. These enhancements are reflected in improvements in student learning 
at the research site. In chapter 5, utilizing the data obtained and analyzed from the study, 
a discussion regarding the research questions and recommendations is provided.  
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION, RECOMMENDATIONS, AND CONCLUSIONS 
Introduction 
The purpose of this study was to investigate teachers’ perceptions of the 
effectiveness of working in a professional learning community (PLC) focused on raising 
student academic self-efficacy. The study also examined the effects of a PLC on the 
collective self-efficacy of teachers and was designed to identify strategies that teachers 
perceived were associated with growth of student’s academic self-efficacy. Data 
collection for this study included teacher’s responses to Bandura’s Instrument Teacher 
Self-Efficacy Scale (Bandura, 1994), field notes from the Plus/Delta form, observations 
using the Reformed Teaching Observation Protocol (RTOP) and student responses to The 
Children’s Multidimensional Self-Efficacy Scales. To adequately investigate the 
proposed questions, the researcher also conducted a phenomenological data analysis 
using the information collected from semi-structured individual interviews and teacher’s 
reflective journals. A quantitative data analysis was conducted using IBM SPSS and 
Excel programming to gain quasi-statistical and descriptive data to support the qualitative 
findings.   
 The researcher identified a need for this study due to a lack of quality effective 
professional development opportunities at County Regional High School (CRHS). One 
concern is that the facility has insufficient technology. Another key concern is that the 
school lacks adequate resources for scheduling staff to off-site professional development, 
as discussed in chapter 1. The researcher had two goals for this study. The first was to aid 
in alleviating the problem at the research site and the second was to augment the existing 
EFFECTIVENESS OF A PROFESSIONAL LEARNING COMMUNITY 139 
research on professional development, professional learning communities (PLCs), and 
self-efficacy. More importantly, the inclusion of the staff’s reactions to the PLC can 
assist administration in implementing sustainable professional development effectively.  
The study was participatory in nature, which allowed both the researcher and the 
participants to conduct real-time analyses of the data collected. Understanding these data 
allowed all participants to drive the direction of the study. An explanatory sequential 
mixed method study design was employed. This consisted of ongoing stages of 
quantitative and qualitative data collection. The data were combined with in-depth 
teacher interviews. A heterogeneous group of teachers created a balanced description of 
the phenomena that resulted from implementation of the PLC. The implementation was 
guided by online training using the Mindset Works EducatorKit. This program was 
designed to build teachers’ critical knowledge and skills to raise confidence levels in 
students and promote fulfillment and achievement. The researcher sought to identify 
changes in teachers’ collective self-efficacy in several distinct school tasks. Other aims 
included identifying teachers’ perceptions of a PLC and pinpointing the strategies 
associated with raising student academic self-efficacy.  
The following research questions were used to guide the investigation.  
1. How does participation in a Professional Learning Community impact a 
teacher’s ability to foster academic self-efficacy among at-risk students?   
2. How is the collective self-efficacy of alternative high school teachers impacted 
by participation in a professional learning community?  
3. Are the practices derived from the participation in professional learning 
community associated with higher levels of student self-efficacy?  
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Chapter 5 will discuss the relationship between the results and the literature. A 
brief overview of the findings based on the three major themes is provided. The chapter 
concludes with a description of current research as it pertains to PLCs, the limitations of 
the study, and recommendations for future studies and research. Answers to the research 
questions and conclusions based on the study are also included.  
Discussion 
The ways in which teachers can promote collaborative learning to help improve 
their students’ academic self-efficacy will be the focus of this discussion. As noted in 
previous chapters, there is limited research that includes first-hand opinions from teachers 
with regard to professional development. This study explored the perceptions teachers 
have about the potential effectiveness of a PLC as an opportunity for collaboration 
leading to professional growth. Teachers play a pivotal role in student achievement and 
are the focal point for educational reform. Thus, it is important to address the professional 
growth of educators by providing effective professional development opportunities to 
meet their students’ needs. “Professional development is at the center of the practice of 
teacher improvement in order to obtain student achievement,” according to Darling-
Hammond (1998). “It is the process by which we organize the development and use of 
new knowledge in the service of improvement,” she wrote (p. 7). It is essential for 
administrators to provide opportunities and strategies for embedded professional 
development. PLCs are identified as a resource and best practice intervention for 
teachers’ professional growth, according to DuFour and Eaker (1998). These two authors 
go on to suggest that to achieve sustained, substantive school improvement, schools must 
develop and function as PLCs. Stroll et al. (2006) state that working collaboratively in a 
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PLC, “has the capacity to promote and sustain the learning of all professionals in the 
school community with collective purpose of enhancing pupil learning” (p. 3).  
 Overall, the findings of this study support the hypothesis that PLCs are a 
beneficial intervention model resulting in sustainable professional development. More 
specifically, they are a professional learning intervention that honors professionalism, 
expertise, and experiences of teaching staff. PLCs create valuable discussion about the 
nature of quality education in terms of what should be demanded of both teachers and 
students. The findings indicate that PLCs offer time for inquiry and reflection, which, in 
turn, promote learning and application.  
The study’s data analysis consisted of coding the individual interviews and 
electronic journals and reviewing results of supportive surveys and field observations. 
Three themes emerged. Teachers perceived that the PLC (1) strengthened self-efficacy, 
(2) offered opportunity for whole school collaboration, and (3) provided professional 
development for continuous meaningful learning. These themes were the framework for a 
quality PLC at the research site. The themes aligned with research that suggests that 
PLCs are a quality professional development tool. “Teachers work collaboratively to 
reflect on practice, examine evidence about relationship between practice and student 
outcomes, and make changes that improve teaching and learning for particular students in 
their classes” (McLaughlin and Talbert, 2006, p. 4).   
Findings from Thought Education Press (2007) suggest that effective PLCs have 
culture, knowledge, practice, and achievement goals. The achievement goals provide 
evident to determine if a PLC is working effectively. As teachers reflected on the 
effectiveness of the PLC at the research site, they were asked to answer four reflective 
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questions to determine a set of broad goals that all PLCs can use to assess their 
effectiveness. Two questions dealt with culture goals of the PLC: 
1. Do you believe a culture has been established to support teachers through the 
learning process?  
2. Is there a forum in place for teachers to have meaningful conversations about 
teaching and learning?  
 All five participating teachers responded that positive changes in the school 
culture had come about. The teachers said that having a set time allotted for collaboration 
and a forum arranged for discussion were ideal attributes of the program. These finding 
contribute to the notion that teachers believed a culture of collaboration was established 
to support the learning process. In an interview, Sarah said, “The PLC meetings that we 
have every Tuesday have become our forum for discussions, ideas, and how to improve 
ourselves individually and as a whole. I feel we are knocking down our prebuilt walls to 
share fully and feel comfortable to discuss what we really think without judgment or 
ridicule.”  This opinion has basis in evidence from Tam (2009), who wrote “that 
collaborative culture builds on qualities of openness, trust, and support among teachers” 
(p. 329). Moses added:  
I do believe that there is support for teachers through the learning process. I think 
that the culture is being built and strengthened but there may be a bit of a lack of 
trust which inhibits the forum that has been provided from being truly 
meaningful. The forum is there, but just like building and maintaining any culture, 
it is trust that makes it healthy and growing.   
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The collaborative culture opens up the opportunity for teachers to engage in 
ongoing learning. Teachers were able to share new ideas and concepts that they were able 
to use in their classrooms because of the interactions that took place in the PLC. When 
schools build the right kind of support system, it has been documented that the level of 
classroom implementation can increase from 10% to 90% (Joyce and Showers, 2002).   
The second question posed to the teachers involved a knowledge goal. Teachers 
were asked the following questions: 1) Do you think the staff has collective knowledge of 
research-based practices? 2) Is there a common language for talking about teaching and 
learning? The teachers agreed it is an essential duty of their practice to have and maintain 
a deep understanding about the art and science of teaching. Teachers must create a 
database of research-based strategies that can be implemented to meet various classroom 
goals. Moses said, “I think the staff, including myself needs a greater awareness of 
research-based practices and I think that framework is being built which is creating a 
common language about teaching and learning.” The teachers came to realize that in 
order to obtain this level of knowledge; the school needed a common language for 
communicating about the current research on instruction. Richard summed up the shared 
experience of the group: 
I believe our staff utilizes research-based teaching practices and that there is a 
common language for talking about teaching and learning. We have discussed 
these as a group, and many times we seek each other out individually and share 
"what works" using concepts and practices that promote Common Core strategies. 
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The third question to determine the effectiveness of a PLC is based on a practice 
goal. Teachers were asked the following question: Are there opportunities for you to 
observe, talk, and help refine each other’s practice? The responses varied slightly among 
the teachers. All of the teachers believed their experience in the PLC created 
opportunities to communicate and help refine each other’s practice. On the contrary, the 
opportunity to observe others was limited. Moses said, “There are some opportunities to 
discuss and somewhat refine, but in our setting it is difficult to observe each other’s 
practices.” The main obstacles teachers face in observing each other’s classes include 
conflicting schedules and time constraints. While this aspect of PLC activity is still in 
early development, it is evident that the teachers see the need to observe each other. 
These observations will promote professional growth for the teachers and their 
colleagues. This can then lead to higher student achievement. For the teaching practice to 
be affected, this must be a fully collaborative event that is planned, delivered and 
discussed in a supportive environment. 
The final question pertained to an achievement goal. Teachers were asked the 
following question: Do you believe the work conducted within the PLC is having a 
positive impact on your performance and improving student learning? To this point Sarah 
said, “I do feel the PLC is having a positive impact on my performance and the learning 
skills of my students. I have learned to look more into detail assignments and focus on 
different aspects of my teaching to build motivation in my students.” The consensus was 
that the implementation of a professional learning community was time-consuming and 
difficult. However, each participating teacher believed that the benefits far outweighed 
the challenges. Deb said,  
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I think with us being such a small team, having all of us buy into it, so that we can 
get to the students… and being a strong team where they [students] know 
everybody is involved and supporting each other, I think, works well to get the 
students to then take responsibility for themselves.” In a journal entry, Sarah 
wrote, “I think the PLC we are doing right now, has had a positive influence in 
my teaching. 
In conclusion, the teachers at the County Regional High School (CRHS) believed 
the PLC was working effectively to promote change among teachers and students. 
Teachers enjoyed working together, sharing ideas, and supporting each other when 
needing to improve their instructional practice. The PLC’s well-defined structure allowed 
teachers to focus directly on the learning goals of the school. Teachers witnessed positive 
changes in their instruction and in the wider school culture. This signified a shift in the 
way teachers thought. The teachers created and shared an experience of collegial 
learning. Eaker, Dufour, & DuFour (2002) wrote that teachers in PLCs are constantly 
seeking out “best practices.” Each teacher confirmed this conclusion when asked if they 
would continue to work on future projects with their team. Most were eager to continue 
working in the PLC. Sarah said, “I absolutely do feel that I will continue working with 
my team members, both administration and teachers.” All of the participating teachers 
said that it had been a great experience and that they would work on future projects with 
their colleagues. This suggests that the teachers found the PLC to be effective.  
The discussion presented here will address each of the three research questions in 
turn. 
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Research Question 1 
How does participation in a Professional Learning Community impact a teacher’s 
ability to foster academic self-efficacy among at-risk students?   
The participating teachers recognized that the PLC could provide benefits to their 
teaching. They found that their professional learning was connected to real-world best 
practices. Many teachers noted that the collaborative process enforced the need to focus 
on student learning as well as their own. Teachers revealed through their interviews that 
students in their classes began to believe they could achieve better outcomes. This was 
the result of teachers focused on a shared, valued goal. The shared goal among teachers 
for the current study was to raise student academic self-efficacy. Teachers used various 
strategies learned throughout the PLC, raised expectations, and implemented these 
strategies in their classrooms. Sally said: 
Participation in a PLC has impacted my ability to foster students’ academic self-
efficacy. It is very helpful to get together with the teaching and administrative 
staff to discuss student issues. We have shared ideas and techniques that have 
been useful. For example, the growth vs. fixed mindset has been a nice reminder 
to myself as well as for my students-always encourage them to keep improving 
our intelligence.  
Moses added: 
I do believe that my participation in this PLC has impacted my ability to foster 
students’ academic self-efficacy. I believe this has been accomplished mainly 
through various tools that we discussed in order to help students become more 
aware and to give them and understanding of their mindsets.     
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 This is an important perception because it supports Bandura’s (1997) theory. If a 
student’s self-belief is changed, then it is extremely likely the student’s academic 
performance can also change. Moses said:  
Spending time talking about student self-efficacy has made me focus more on 
challenging my students in ways I hadn’t before.  Although the work might be 
harder, I have tried to help them find the conviction that they can successfully 
complete the academic task. 
 As stated earlier, self-efficacy can impact persistence, motivation, effort, and 
choices that affect an individual’s performance (Bandura, 1997). As discussed by Pajares 
and Schunk (2001), a student with high self-efficacy does not perform above the level of 
their own abilities. However, it can allow them to optimize those abilities. Pitchrich and 
De Groot (1990) suggest that students must have the “will and the skill to be successful in 
classrooms” (p. 38). It is important to note that this study cannot make a definitive 
connection to the above concepts. However, the conclusions drawn may offer educators 
techniques to help students raise their level of effort, persist longer on general 
assignments, be more motivated, and not avoid challenging tasks. 
Research Question 2  
How is the collective self-efficacy of alternative high teachers impacted by 
participation in a Professional Learning Community? 
The collective level of belief that teachers have in their own efficacy can predict 
the level of group performance in a school. The stronger the level of belief they have 
about their collective capabilities, the more they can achieve. The more the staff believes 
in their instructional efficacy, the better the school can perform academically. It is 
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essential to note that collective efficacy is rooted in self-efficacy. This study revealed that 
while the PLC may not have altered the perception teachers had of their collective self-
efficacy, it had a significant effect on individual teachers who saw growth in their own 
self-efficacy. The CRHS teachers believed that the PLC carried an added benefit of 
helping to build their confidence for improving both their own teaching and outcomes 
among their students.  
Richard said: 
I believe my self-efficacy has improved because I now expect more from myself.  
As a seasoned, experienced teacher, you have to continually improve, and 
sometimes reinvent yourself.  My instruction is more organized and students are 
held accountable for more than before. This has helped contribute to the overall 
learning climate that we have tried to improve at our school.   
“Teachers believe perceptions, efforts, and success or failure experiences interact 
dynamically to support efficacy and renewed efforts, or to produce learned helplessness 
and giving up” (Hardre, 2012, p.14).  Darling-Hammond (1998) wrote, “the quality of a 
teacher is the most important predictor of student success” (p.10). Research has proven 
that teacher self-efficacy can impact instruction. The collective self-efficacy of a group of 
teachers can shift the effectiveness of the overall school performance. Hardre & Sullivan 
(2008) suggested that a teacher’s own interpersonal style and personality affects how they 
relate to students and to the content they teach. Some teachers believe they can 
dramatically improve the motivation levels of their students, while others do not have this 
belief. Interview and journal responses from the teachers revealed a desire to apply the 
growth mindset to their personal course of action and development. The responses 
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demonstrated a motivation to apply the confidence obtained throughout the constructive 
engagement period. Sally said:  
The idea of a growth mindset has been a nice reminder to me to continue to 
increase my own intelligence. I know that sometimes I get stuck in a fixed 
mindset, so this information about the brain has encouraged me to keep reading 
and learning new things. When the students see the teachers reading and learning 
it can encourage them to do the same. 
Research Question 3  
Are the practices derived from participation in a Professional Learning 
Communities associated with higher levels of students’ academic self-efficacy? 
 PLCs are working collaborative environments where educators are able to 
communicate with each other about how they teach and the results they get. McLaughlin 
and Talbert (2006) define a PLC as, “teachers working collaboratively to reflect on 
practice, examine evidence about the relationship between practice and student outcomes, 
and make changes that improve teaching for particular students in their classes” (p.4). 
Fullan (1993) wrote, “Without the collaborative skills and relationships, it is not possible 
to learn and to continue to learn as much as you need to know, to improve the 
instructional practices within a school” (p. 17-18). The CRHS teachers’ active 
participation in their PLC supported the definition of a PLC as described above. Teachers 
shared articles and other professional resources. They worked to implement Carol 
Dweck’s Mindset Works EducatorKit, which helped them to observe changes in student 
behaviors. Professional development on using verbal persuasion was seen as a benefit for 
building student academic efficacy. Specifically, teachers are encouraged to shift from 
EFFECTIVENESS OF A PROFESSIONAL LEARNING COMMUNITY 150 
using negative to positive language. Sally said, “The [strategy], ‘change your words’ 
gave some nice ideas of ways to talk to the students to help encourage a growth mindset 
in them.”  Deb said in an interview: 
 You are looking at the students’ whole belief system, their feelings about 
themselves, “Can I succeed? Can I do this?” and what they do to get through a 
class, and will they continue to push ahead? Will they persevere, or are they going 
to just say, “I can’t do it,” and give up? In order to increase it, we have to get 
them to buy into their education so that they can be an active participant. A lot of 
it is showing them some kind of success. It might be a little piece like, “Okay. If I 
give them this thing that says that they have to do fourteen problems, they’re 
going to shut down.  But, [instead] I say let’s do this one problem. Here, I’ve set it 
up for you. Now, what do you do?” They have success with that, and they are 
willing to try the next math problem. If you are doing a research paper, some kids, 
you cannot give the whole assignment, so you have to figure out what works for 
them, so that they can feel some kind of challenge, but feel successful, so that 
they believe that they can be a successful student. 
Interviews, observation, and journal entries revealed that teachers believed there 
are definitive approaches that they incorporated into their classroom instruction that were 
beneficial to their students’ performance. Teachers relied on some of these practices 
frequently during instruction, as explained by Moses: “I think that corrective, but positive 
feedback and reviewing consistently are two practices that will help with gaining higher 
levels of student academic self-efficacy.” The teachers worked together to examine 
student work samples and assessments in order to better understand student strengths and 
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weaknesses. This improved instruction and other aspects of learning. Teachers provided 
moral support and encouragement to each other in trying new ideas.  
  The PLC provided valuable techniques to gain insight into student thinking and 
offered strategies for the development of their skills. Moses discussed the importance of 
positive reinforcement: “I think that encouragement always helps to build a positive 
school climate and increases motivation because it is an element of positive 
reinforcement.” Many of the teachers shared new ideas and methods they had identified 
as useful approaches for effectively increasing student academic self-efficacy. Teachers 
relied heavily on designing lessons that were challenging and allowed students to work 
collaboratively. Richard describes his experience with these techniques and explains their 
advantages:  
During our PLC meetings, I have had the opportunity to hear what my colleagues 
have tried in class that encourages learning. I rarely gave assignments where 
students would have shared responsibilities, thinking that it would not be 
successful. Others explained how they implement the strategy and how it might 
work for my English classes. I now use the strategy weekly and have seen weaker 
students improve as they are supported with a stronger student in several 
assignments. For instance, an assignment that requires internet research is often 
difficult for students with weaker vocabularies. They do not seem to word 
properly in the search bar and thus have difficulty locating pertinent information. 
I will partner this type of student with one that possesses a stronger vocabulary. 
This simple strategy was suggested at a PLC meeting from a teacher who had 
similar issues with the same student.    
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Lois Easton in Collaborative Professional Learning in School and Beyond: A 
Tool Kit for NJ Educators (2008) identified designing lessons, assessments, or units 
together are approaches teachers can use during PLCs. The CRHS teachers incorporated 
this practice and found it to be beneficial for students. Teachers planned and implemented 
a summer reading program that was designed to create a passion for reading. The vast 
majority of the teachers expressed their enthusiasm for the program design and noted the 
impact it had on student growth. Sally said: 
Planning time in the schedule each day strictly for reading has been so nice, the 
students seem to be using their time well and enjoying it. They have been 
receiving great feedback on their book presentations which has been a great 
encouragement to them.  
These strategies identified by teachers are supported by research that provides 
evidence that mindset is a predictor of motivation and achievement among students 
(Blackwell, Tranesniewski, and Dweck, 2007). Developing a growth mindset among 
students is not an immediate process. It is a continuous process that requires concerted 
effort on the behalf of teachers and the school community. This means that teachers 
should design lessons in a way that helps students develop a growth mindset, builds their 
academic self-efficacy and results in both short-term achievement and long-term success.   
Having the time and opportunity to plan and direct the curriculum provides 
teachers with a greater sense of appreciation. This is often reflected in their instructional 
practice. The PLC provides the opportunity and ability to enhance and assess the way a 
chosen program manifests itself. It stimulates the collective desire to continue to push 
forward for great rewards from students, holding them to higher standards.    




 Because this study was conducted at a specific single research site, the results 
cannot be generalized to the implementation of other PLCs However, this study can 
provide a supportive addition to the ample research available surrounding professional 
development. The overall findings of the study support previous research conducted on 
PLCs. DuFour, DuFour, Esker and Karhanek (2004) wrote that PLCs are action-based 
research programs that can “turn aspiration into actions and visions into reality” (p. 4). 
Effective schools engage in both formal and informal action research (Chrisman, 2005). 
Thus, it is imperative that schools develop effective learning communities. As supported 
by the data collected, the teachers at CRHS perceived the PLC to be an open forum 
designed to support collaboration for meaningful and continuous learning. PLCs provide 
the optimum environment for effective professional development (Guskey, 2004; Sparks, 
2002). Administrators must create a more effective professional development plan that 
provides teachers with structured time for sharing ideas, observing, critiquing, and 
communicating about their teaching and the outcomes they observe among students. This 
is supported by Hord (2009), who wrote that PLCs should be established with an aim for 
“continuous teacher learning,” for promoting “teacher quality,” and increasing “student 
learning (p. 40).” The author notes that for the PLC to be effective, it needs to include a 
wide variety of members in the group, and maintain adequate, regularly scheduled times 
to meet. The PLC must involve regular reviewing, studying, and interpreting of the 
generated material and information from the participants.  
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 Create a place for new ideas. During several of the interviews, teachers 
expressed the benefits of meeting collaboratively with their colleagues to exchange 
research-based strategies and concepts. It is essential that collaboration is built into the 
daily structure of the school. Kassissieh and Barton (2008) wrote, “When collaboration is 
embedded in teachers’ work and supported by leadership, meaningful professional 
learning and improved teaching follow” (p.23). Collaboration is vital in any workable 
school culture. Collaborative conditions promote the opportunity for teachers to attempt 
new techniques and allow for mistakes. This can be challenging for teachers, but the 
rewards provide professional growth, improved instructional practice, and, ultimately, 
better student outcomes. Administrators should begin with learning in mind. This shared 
focus will lead the process and ensure that both teachers and students learn as part of the 
process.   
 Create a culture of risk-taking. Teachers who design challenging, meaningful 
learning tasks may find that some students welcome challenges and others avoid them. 
School leaders should ask how raising students’ academic self-efficacy might impact 
learning in a school. This study has begun to explore the benefits of raising self-efficacy 
among students, and how this may also affect teachers.  
 It is beneficial for teachers to use self-efficacy tools to obtain academic self-
efficacy measures of their students, according to findings from this study. Teachers 
should identify students’ strengths and weaknesses individually and within a group.  Deb 
said, “I think that you have to have some kind of understanding of where they are at in 
mindset, in order to help them get to a growth mindset if they are not there.” Dweck 
(2007) wrote that one way of building this type of culture is to offer student praise and 
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encouragement. She wrote that this can foster a growth mindset among students doing 
challenging and meaningful school work. Additionally, administrators should also be 
encouraged to develop and use the same approach for increasing professional learning 
growth among teachers. Administrators should pursue this as a long-term goal. They 
should do what they can to equip teachers with the best practices, knowledge, and a 
diverse array of strategic toolkits. Teachers should be encouraged to seek and share 
strategies with each other.   
Limitation of the Study 
 In chapter 1, the researcher identified several limitations and delimitations of the 
study. The researcher acknowledges limitations and delimitations that are associated with 
internal and external validity of the study. Generalizing these results may not be possible 
for several reasons: (1) the study was limited to one site with a unique demographic of 
student population; (2) the participants were a part of the school-wide initiative for PLCs; 
(3) the survey instruments for teachers and students were written, and results were 
entered into a database by the researcher, thus human error must be considered; (4) there 
was no opportunity for participants to make comments or elaborate on the answers they 
provided; and (5) the study was conducted in a short time frame. The results may have 
changed with an increased duration. As is noted in prior research, a 3- to 5-year span for 
implementation for most reforms is preferred.  
 The study may have been limited due to the researcher’s limited knowledge of 
implementing an effective PLC. The researcher was previously an active participant in 
PLCs and, for the past 2 years, has served as a facilitator for a PLC. This level of 
previous and current involvement ultimately could have had an effect on the 
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interpretation of the data. The researcher’s bias and beliefs may have been factors. 
However, the researcher took several steps to address this limitation of the study, as 
described in chapter 3.   
 Another limitation of the study pertains to the questions that guided the research. 
The study was focused on teachers’ perception of using a PLC focused on raising student 
academic self-efficacy. As a result, data were not collected from other participants in the 
PLC, including administrators or instructional support staff. Although the limitations 
listed above may reduce the application of the results to other sites, the findings from the 
study provide an in-depth understanding about the processes of PLCs from the actual 
experiences of teachers. This information can offer guidance to educators who seek the 
knowledge of teacher perceptions about embedded professional development.   
Recommendation for Future Research 
 The following recommendation for future research based on the researcher’s 
experiences and findings from this research study. As stated above in the limitations, the 
study was limited to one site, with a unique demographic of students. The teacher 
participants were a part of the school-wide initiative for PLCs. Research should be 
conducted that increases the sample to include various alternative primary, middle, and 
high schools teachers, which could provide for a greater collection of data inclusive of 
the K-12 educational system. Further research should be conducted to investigate sources 
of disparities as it relates to a teacher participatory lead PLC, a pose to a curriculum 
specialist leader lead PLC. Given the changing nature of these types of PLC, a series of 
studies would document trends and thereby increase the potential that decisions regarding 
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the compositions of PLC and would contribute to the structure and general education of 
professional development.   
 This study was able to provide a descriptive identification of practices and 
strategies that teachers used more frequently and their perception of student academic 
self-efficacy. However, it would be favorable for further research to attempt to determine 
if there is a direct correlation between the strategies implemented in the classroom, 
student achievement, and PLCs. There is limited research to provide specific teaching 
strategies supporting that correlation.  
 During the interviews, participants expressed their satisfaction with the 
administrators’ role in implementing the PLC. They suggested that buy-in by the 
Principal offered support and allowed for influential leadership that promoted ownership 
for the teachers. Research investigating the role of the administrator in developing and 
sustaining a PLC would benefit educators. This type of research, which provides 
quantitative data on the correlation between the principal’s role and the success of the 
PLC, may be valuable. Investigating the perception of administrators can serve as 
valuable data to schools and school districts aiming to implement PLCs. 
Conclusion 
 In chapter 5, the researcher gave a brief overview of the study and provided 
answers to the research questions, along with additional overall conclusions. It outlined 
recommendations which be useful for schools planning to create a PLC. The 
participatory, mixed method design of the current study offered a realistic picture of how 
a PLC can be implemented and functions in an alternative high school. 
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 School improvement through professional development is an essential part of 
school reform. The more a school improves, the more a school community will see the 
need to improve. This study supports the notion that effective professional development 
that is based on research best practices and embedded in the school can result in changes 
in the school culture and positive student achievement. The results from the study provide 
evidence that teachers at CRHS perceived the PLC to be an effective source of 
professional development to foster both student and teacher learning. The results revealed 
that CRHS teachers believe specific strategies can be implemented in the classroom to 
raise student academic self-efficacy. Students’ levels of self-efficacy can be increased 
with appropriate interventions (Bandura, 1994). The data suggest that focusing on a 
common goal, such as improving student academic self-efficacy; can create changes in 
school culture. These changes occur largely as a result of raising expectations in the 
classroom. This, in turn, can result in improved student performance and higher student 
achievement.  
 Teachers can benefit from high levels of self-efficacy, also. Teachers and 
administrators working collaboratively are essential to student success. The collective 
efforts must be instilled thoroughly to build teacher knowledge and improve classroom 
practice in order to enrich student learning and obtain greater educational outcomes. 
“Schools in which staff members collectively judge themselves capable of promoting 
academic success imbue their schools with a positive atmosphere for development that 
promotes academic attainments regardless of whether they serve predominantly 
advantaged or disadvantaged students” (Bandura, 1994). PLCs offer a way for teachers to 
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collaborate on best practices, which has proven benefits on student academic self-
efficacy.      
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Years of experience____________________________ 
 
Set up: I plan to organize the interview time after school hours to ensure there is 
sufficient time to talk. We will set up a secure location, such as the principal’s office, to 
limit interruptions during the interview. Exceptions will be made if interviewee prefers to 
meet at a neutral site. In those cases, prior arrangements will be made. Interviews will be 
taped, recorded, and transcribed.  
 
Greet and thank the interviewee 
I would like to talk with you today about your involvement in the PLC as it focused on 
enhancing student academic self-efficacy.  
 
1. Describe in detail the process and the experience for you based on your 
participation in the PLC.  
a. How often did you meet? 
b. How where meetings run? 
c. What were some frustrations, if any, you encountered?  
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d. What were the dynamics between the group members? 
2. In your opinion, how has participation in this PLC influenced your professional 
development? 
3. Part of the PLC process requires participants to share a common purpose. In your 
PLC, what did you perceive was the common purpose of your group? 
4. How do you define academic self-efficacy? 
5. What, if any, changes have you seen in the academic self-efficacy of your 
students since you began participating in the PLC?  
6. Think of one student in your class that you think exhibits a stronger sense of 
academic self-efficacy than other students. Can you give some examples of signs 
that demonstrate that they have greater self-efficacy?  
7. What role do you think you played in helping that student to feel more efficacious 
about her studies? 
8. How does your participation in a PLC affect your perceptions of your ability to 
motivate students? 
9.  Did you learn any specific skills from your participation in the PLC that you 
were able to use in your classroom to inform your instructional practice?  
a. Can you explain some of the specific skills learned within the PLC that 
you were able to implement in your instructional practice? 
10. Did the PLC offer you any support or strategies to try with students when things 
were not working out as well as hoped while teaching a lesson? 
a. Can you give an example or explain the support or strategies that were 
given to you, and by whom?  
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11.  Was there a level of comfort and support in the PLC process that increased your 
ability to teach your subject area? 
a. Can you give an example of how the support in the PLC increased your 
ability to teach in your subject area? 
12.  How has participating in the PLC affected your feelings about your teaching 
abilities? 
a. Has participation in the PLC helped with an increased feeling of 
confidence in your instructional practice? If so, can you provide some 
examples?   
13. What contributions do you feel you made to the PLC?  
14.  What are your overall feelings about your participation in the PLC?  
a. Has it affected your relationship with your colleagues or administration? 
b. Do you feel you will continue to work with your team on other projects?  
15.  From your experience of working in the PLC, can you describe the benefits of 
working in a PLC?  
a. Were there any negative experiences that you encountered during your 
PLC time? 
16. What are some of the advantages and disadvantages of using a PLC as an 
intervention tool to raise student academic self-efficacy?  
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Appendix B: Scales of Perceived Academic Self-Efficacy 
 
The following questionnaire assesses your perception of your academic self-efficacy and 
related attributes.  
 
 Adapted from Albert Bandura to use the Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Self 
Efficacy (1989) 
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Appendix C: PLC Plus/Delta Form 
 
 
Date of PLC Meeting: _____________________________ 
Please use this form to evaluate today’s team meeting. In the Plus column please indicate 
what we did well (examples include: how the team worked together, new learning, 
instructional decisions made, etc.) In the Delta column please indicate what the team 
could do better or work on for the next meeting (examples include more participation 
from all team members, better collaboration, honest communication, etc.). Please be sure 















EFFECTIVENESS OF A PROFESSIONAL LEARNING COMMUNITY 181 
 
 




EFFECTIVENESS OF A PROFESSIONAL LEARNING COMMUNITY 182 
 
EFFECTIVENESS OF A PROFESSIONAL LEARNING COMMUNITY 183 
 
 

















EFFECTIVENESS OF A PROFESSIONAL LEARNING COMMUNITY 185 
 
 
Appendix E: Instrument Approval 
 
 




 From: Albert Bandura [mailto:bandura@stanford.edu]  
Sent: Thursday, September 25, 2014 8:27 PM 
To: Sydonie Maitland 
Subject: RE: Permission for use of Instrument (Survey) 
 Please see attached!  
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Appendix F: Correlation of Research Questions, Research Methods, Data Sources, 
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What change would you most like to effect in your classroom or school culture?  What 
would it look like if you succeeded? 
Think about one of your current or past students who may hold a fixed mindset about his 
or her ability. What behaviors lead you to think this student may have that particular 
mindset? How do you think holding a fixed mindset would affect students’ academic and 
life experience over time? 
Do you think that students in your classroom generally hold more of a fixed or growth 
mindset? How do you think this affects the classroom culture? 
In your own experience, are there any areas in which you believe you may have held a 
fixed mindset yourself? How did it affect you? 
A culture goal: Do you believe a culture has been established that supports teachers 
through the learning process? Is there a forum in place for teachers to have meaningful 
conversations about teaching and learning? 
A knowledge goal: Do you think that the staff has a collective knowledge of research-
based practices? Is there a common language for talking about teaching and learning? If, 
so explain 
A practice goal: Are there opportunities for you to observe, talk about, and help refine 
each other’s practice? Explain 
 
An achievement goal: Do you believe that the work is having a positive impact on your 
performance and student learning? Explain. 
 
Do you believe your participation in a Professional Learning Community (PLC) has 
impacted your ability to foster students’ academic self- efficacy? If, so please explain. 
How has your self-efficacy been influenced by participation in a Professional Learning 
Community as it pertains to your instructional and disciplinary ability, creating a positive 
school climate as well as enlisting parental and community involvement? 
From your perspective, what practices/strategies derived from participation in the PLC 
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Your child has been invited to participate in a study to learn more about self-efficacy, 
which is the belief that people have about their ability to do different things successfully. 
Self-efficacy is recognized through research as being very important in supporting 
student academic achievement. 
 
As part of my doctoral research in education at Drexel University, I am conducting 
research about the role of students’ self-efficacy in academic success. This study will be 
conducted under the supervision of Dr. Penny Hammrich at Drexel University. If you 
give permission for your child to participate, he or she will be asked to complete a short 
survey on their attitudes relating to self-efficacy. If you agree to allow your child to 
participate in this study, we will ask students for up to 10-20 minutes to fill out a self-
reporting survey concerning his or her individual attitudes. The time will be arranged so 
that the students will not have to remain after school and will be conducted as part of 
their regular schedule. 
 
Participation in this study is voluntary. Your child may refuse to participate or withdraw 
and it will not affect your child’s grades or academic standing. You may request, if you 
wish, to receive a copy of the findings of the study. The researchers will not report any 
information using any personally identifying information. Only group data will be made 
available from this study; individual results will not be reported. Confidentiality of our 
research records will be maintained to the extent provided by the law. There are no 
known risks associated with participation in this research beyond those of everyday life. 
Although participants will receive no direct benefits, this research may help us 
understand more about the way attitudes influence student learning and strategies that 
teachers can use to promote student self-efficacy. 
 
If you have any questions, you may contact Sydonie Maitland at --- or by e-mail at 
ssm83drexel.edu. For questions about your child's rights as a research participant, you 
may contact the principal investigator, Dr. Penny Hammrich via email at 
Plh33@drexel.edu. 
 
The Institutional Review Board of Drexel University and Department of Children and 
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Appendix I: Pedagogies for Improving Student Academic Self-Efficacy 
 
 
Strategies Lesson Suggestions 
Use messages that 
encourage 
Identify particular types of feedback that promotes a growth 
mindset. This can be done in the form of written feedback.  
 
Focus on student beliefs about ability, attitudes towards effort, 
challenge, or mistakes. Reinforce the value you place on 
student effort and growth. Communicate high expectations 
and learning goals.  
Challenging Tasks Offer students task that stretch their ability and teach them 
new things.  
 
Use moderately- difficult tasks, If the task is too easy it will be 
boring or embarrassing and may communicate the feeling that 
the teacher doubts their abilities; a too-difficult task will re-
enforce low self-efficacy.  
 




Make connections with student’s interest; building on their 
prior knowledge.  
 
Conduct student interest inventories that will help with getting 
to know a new group of students and their mindset. Ensure the 
inventory ask students what their ideas are about effort, 
intelligence, and learning.   
 
Additionally, connect the course material or concepts to 
student interest such as sports, pop, culture, movies or 
technology.   
Autonomy Provide students with self-governance techniques and 
independence. Set-up areas within the lesson and the course 
that allows students to make their own choices.   
 
Use a Universal Design approach to offer students flexibility 
with grading, assignment options and self- determined due 
dates.  
Positive Feedback Give frequent, focused praise and encouragement that is 
focused on effort and strategies. Ensure the encouragement is 
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consistent, credible and specific. For example, “you can do 
this” or “we have set up a plan on how to complete this task, 
follow the plan and you will be successful.” 
 
Compare past performances by the same student do not make 
comparisons between students.  
Goal Setting Have students to take ownership of their learning goals and 
process, know what they want to accomplish, create a 
workable plan and opportunity to assess their progress.  
 
Provide students with the data that they will need they need 
to evaluate their current performance state and potential 
areas for growth. This data can include:  
• goal setting template 
• Assignment list(s) with scores 
• Recent rubrics that have feedback from a teacher 
• Recent reports from benchmark tests 
• Examples of student work produced over time.  
Collaboration  Have student work in pairs or small group on various tasks. 
Students can be arranged by achievement ability, gender, age, 
interests, etc... Students can learn from other students that 
succeed at a task.  
Create a Risk –
Tolerant Culture 
Erase negative “can’t do” messages and replace them with 
positive, “how to” thoughts.  Have students focus on how you 
will handle a challenge instead of worrying about what could 
go wrong. Learn from their mistakes!  
 
Allow students to confront their deficiencies and correct them 
Essential 
Questioning 
Seven defining characteristics of a good essential question: 
• Open-ended, typically does not have a single final 
and correct answer. 
• Thought-provoking and intellectually engaging, 
sparks discussion and debate.  
• High-order thinking, such as analysis, inference, 
evaluation, prediction. It cannot be answered by 
recall alone.  
• Evidence based, requires support and justification. 
• Points toward important, transferable ideas with 
and across disciplines. 
• Raises additional questions 
• Reinforcement; the question is revisited again and 
again.  
  
 
